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ABSTRACT
AN ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY OF BOSTON PREP,
A SECONDARY SCHOOL PROGRAM FOR AT-RISK ADOLESCENTS
*

*

FEBRUARY,
PAMELA J.
M.ED.

HILTON,

1991

B.A.

SIMMONS COLLEGE

BOSTON STATE COLLEGE/UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS
ED.D. UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS
Directed by:

Professor Emma Cappelluzzo

This ethnographic study of a local program for
at-risk adolescents within the Boston Public Schools
analyzed interviews of 23 students and 7 staff and
field-based data. Major cultural thematic
classifications depicted three developmental
dimensions:

time related to school,

beyond school;
instrumental,

out of school,

and

success defined as socio-expressive,
self-reflexive,

rapport of staff,

students,

and vicarious; and

and the educational

institution.
Despite being "overage" with an average of 2.3
years behind grade level,
respondents

(96%)

twenty-two of the

expressed a strong commitment to

obtain a high school diploma.
very specific future goals.

v

Seventeen
A

(87%)

had

majority believed that

positive rapport with the school staff motivated them
to achieve.

A "family-style" culture among the

students inculcated school "success" values.

This

alternative program promoted an outcome-based learning
system and language-arts-across-the-curriculum as an
accelerated approach.

In addition,

emphasized small class sizes,
administrative tasks,
times for staff,
resources,

this program

a "team" management of

common planning and meeting

collaborations with outside community

and close home-school communication.
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CHAPTER

1

INTRODUCTION

Recent portraits
shown

of America's

some rich descriptions,

difficult quandaries
and problems.

were

high

personality,
habits,

Lightfoot

for

"themes

structures,

rituals,

(1983)

and

symbols"

schools when they

(p.

complexity

in defining
interviews

ideology,

26).

Powell,

listened to the voices
a

dozen

collaborated to develop

a

broad picture

themes

and
has

from over

10,000

pages

admonished

schools with his

of
the

20,000

other

typed pages

printed materials.
researchers

Farrar,

from fifteen

and

cultural

of

expressed through

interactions,

secondary

(1990)

in-depth
get

and

our notions

categories

[which]

(1985)

notes

expanded

are the

and Cohen

workers

distinct varieties,

schools when thematic

analyzed

schools have

for understanding their

how distinctly different
'good'

high

field

of

of the
field

And Sizer

of America's high

cautionary tale:

Much assessment misses the point, misses the
essence of schools, distorts what's going on, and
as a result gives both poor information to those
who wish schools to be accountable and erroneous
signals about the direction of reform, (p. 10)
He has

advised that qualitative research which

the complexity of

the

school

1

community at the

explores
local

level

is

the direction

be made.
out,

has

The word
hidden

in which meaningful

'dropout,'

as

a misperception

relationships within a

Sizer
in the

progress

(1990)

can

points

inherent

community:

Thus, folks who simply say that a high school
dropout rate must be corrected by some external
dropout prevention program completely miss the
point which is that the school itself is deeply
troubled . . .
(p. 7)
The nature

and

extent

of

the dropout problem within

large urban American public
what

schools

identification of

requested by the U.S.
however,

in

and Labor,
U.S.

puzzling as to

'works.•
In the Dropout Prevention

the

is

a

local programs that
House

'work'

1985,
was

of Representatives;

letter to the

Associate

and Reentry Act of

Subcommittee

on

Education

Director William Gaines

General Accounting Office

(USGAO)

of the

stated:

Based on our review of the literature summaries,
it is not generally known 'what works' to prevent
youth from dropping out of school or to encourage
their return.
(USGAO, 1986, p. 2)
Even when
studied,

479

local

dropout prevention programs were

just the

surface

of

scanned

(USGAO.

1987;

level was
This

study,

although

one teacher-researcher,

is

dropout prevention program
within the

Boston Public

'what works'
Gainer

&

at the
Sehgal,

limited by the
an

1987).

resources

of

attempt to portray a

for high school

Schools,

2

local

students

called Boston Prep.

This alternative high school program to retain at-risk
adolescents within the Boston Public Schools has
existed since 1982 with little description from the
inside or emic perspectives of
progress.

its process and

Some statements and descriptions have been

gathered from outside which serve to inform the public
about how Boston Prep

'works';

however,

like the

USGAO's approach to describing the scene,
skim the surface.

they merely

The Boston Public Student Assignment

Information Booklet,

1988-1989.

a

selection guide for

parents and students for schools and programs with wide
community circulation,

reprinted this about Boston Prep

for several years:
Boston Prep is an alternative school designed to
serve the needs of high school students who are at
least 16 years old and who are two years or more
behind grade level in academic work.
The program
offers a competency-based program, assigning
credits by the successful demonstration of
specific skills that have been identified in
advance and which make up a core curriculum.
Students can earn credit by demonstrating skills
learned through internships or jobs. (p. 17)
Meanwhile,

in A Working Document on the Dropout Problem

in Boston Public Schools.
which was

Mav 1986

(Camayd-Freixas),

intended to debrief professional and business

communities represented at the Boston Compact Dropout
Conference Planning Committee,
as follows.
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Boston Prep was outlined

100 potential high school dropouts (overaged) have
academic classes in the afternoon and attend ORC
[Hubert Humphrey Occupational Resource Center, a
vocational program] or work part of the day. (p.
109)
From my experience as a teacher at Boston Prep since
its

inception,

I had seen very little public

information introducing Boston Prep.
To give a brief history,

Boston Prep was

established to address Boston's high dropout rate,

an

increasing number of suspensions and discipline
incidents,

and an increasingly overaged student

population with a high non-promotion rate.
its target population,

By defining

the outside perimeter was

defined in that Boston Prep was the last chance or
alternative for students who were at-risk for dropping
out of the Boston Public Schools.

Because of the

stereotyping of at-risk students,

Boston Prep's

identity has also been perceived negatively from the
outside as a place for the school system's
'undesirables.'
Being characterized as a
a critical

issue of

'dumping ground'

has been

identity not only at Boston Prep,

but in any school setting where at-risk students are
placed:
While an alternative program may be geared toward
students with histories of disaffection and
disruption . . . , there is another danger that
alternative schools may become yet another means
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of resegregating students and siphoning off
troublesome individuals. (Ascher, 1982, pp. 38-39)
In explaining an internalization of this
within at-risk adolescents,
(1990)

labelling

Dentzer and Wheelock

have reported that the negative results of

tracking and placement practices

in Boston Public

Schools have had a major contribution to
problem.

And thus,

French

(1989)

its dropout

has suggested that

the State of Massachusetts should promote systematic
school restructuring as the remedy to the dropout
problem,
programs.

rather than setting up more alternative
However,

the purpose of this study is not

to disprove the necessity of major reforms for a
troubled school system instead of the need for more
alternative programs,

but rather to present an

ethnographic analysis of a dropout prevention program
within a school system which has struggled with the
complexity of the problem.
The proposition of this study is that most
descriptions of

local programs dealing with the

dropout problem have lacked a
what

'works'

teachers,

'emic'

perspective of

and have not satisfied the needs of

administrators,

representatives

and community

in setting a course of action based on

the world views of at-risk students.

This model

from

Boston Prep details strategies and recommendations

5

with possible transferability to other local programs
with similar settings and to

its school system at

large.
Three themes emerged from an ethnographic
analysis of the data which suggest time,
rapport

'work'

within Boston Prep.

success,

and

Based on these

cultural themes of at-risk adolescents,

this model

attempts to address the educational needs of at-risk
students students where the traditional

institution of

schooling and its cultural values has failed to adjust
its priorities to effect a significant decrease in the
dropout rates,

and to recommend specific institutional

reforms to change practices and beliefs which devalue
at-risk students.

The first theme explains how

at-risk students respond to flexible use of time in
and out of their school experiences.

The second

depicts what at-risk students perceive as success.
The third describes the rapport
of students and staff.
success,

and rapport,

Prep model owes

in the school culture

From these themes of time,
the description of the Boston

its existence and survival to the

students and staff at Boston Prep whose active support
to this researcher/staff member made a personal
distinction to the category,

6

rapport.

I

The following chapters
methodology,

in this study explore the

a selective review of the

results with subsequent discussion,
recommendations.

The final

literature,

and some

sections contain the

appendix and the bibliography.

7

the

CHAPTER 2
METHODOLOGY

Introduction
This chapter includes this study's approaches to
the subjects,

data gathering,

data analysis,

and role of the teacher-researcher.

limitations

The methodology of

this study is classified as ethnographic or naturalistic
with major acknowledgments to Guba
(1979);

Spindler

(1980,

(1967);

Heath

(1983);

Patton

(1981);

Myers

(1985);

Hymes et al.

(1980);

Maruyama

(1981);

1982);

(1980);

Spradley

Glaser and Strauss

(1980);

Reason and Rowan

(1982);

and Reinharz

Bell et al.

(1979,

1981).

The Informants
After gaining permission to start the research from
the Boston Public Schools'
Evaluation,

Office of Research and

I explained to potential

informants that I

would appreciate their being part of this research
project.

With an initial positive response,

of my research was disseminated
typed note,

the nature

in an easy-to-understand

along with a standard consent form,

given to all Boston Prep students,
In the process of finalizing the

8

parents,

and

and staff.

informant group,

students,

with their parents'

selected themselves

permission

(if required),

for participation in the research

project.
Within the informant population,
distinctive sub-groups.

there were some

With an average population of

approximately 100 students,

a core of students of

approximately thirty-five to sixty-five at different
times represented the most accessible informants for
interviewing in that they had been at Boston Prep for
longer than six months,
pattern,
than

exhibited a steady attendance

and had more experience as Boston Prep students

'marginal'

identified as

students which one administrator

'high high risk'

attendance due to pregnancy,

because of sporadic

court

involvement,

school

history of poor attendance and/or disciplinary
incidents,

or other issues.

Within the total population,

some students were

entering and leaving throughout the academic year,
resulting in a pattern of

'turning over.1

In some

particularly high turnover months during this study,
to 15% of the population entered or
'marginal'

left.

However,

10%

some

students did stabilize and began to be

identified with the steady core.

Although the

ideal

sample population of a steady core would assure a high
probability that they would complete both interviews,

9

could describe representative experiences,
familiar with the general topics
informants

and would be

in the interviews,

in this study were not from the

most

'marginal

group. 1
When Boston Prep recruited new students from the
Boston community,
coersive,

specific recommendations to avoid

punitive and/or regressive student assignment

patterns defined student recruitment goals as being
predominantly self-selecting with a probationary
orientation period.

Most students heard about the

program through staff members at their previous schools,
community resources,
office.

other students,

or the district

In a few mandatory placements,

have been assigned to Boston Prep,

some students

when other

alternatives were unavailable and/or unacceptable.
segment of the Boston Prep population,

however,

This

was most

at-risk for dropping out of Boston Prep.
Despite the hypothesis that
informants for interviews were
total population,
'high risk'
study.

ideal student

in the steady core of the

I did not exclude any

'marginal'

student who wished to take part in the

The potential

'creaming'

of students,

indeed,

was not practiced in the selection process for this
study,

or

nor for the total population at Boston Prep

10

itself although this phenomenon has been reported by the
Massachusetts Advocacy Center

(1986):

When this happens, schools may be tempted to
'triage' or 'cream' students, selecting only those
students for services who can obviously succeed
and restricting access to students who are
perceived to be more difficult to teach, (p. 87)
On the contrary,
'disciplinary'

Boston Prep frequently accepted

transfers and other

'high high risk'

students such as those who had attended other special
programs for at-risk students;
have represented a
students.

'creamed'

thus,

set of

this sample may not
'likely to succeed'

A Working Document on the Dropout Problem in

Boston Public Schools

(Oct. ,

198 6)

suggested ’’that there

are many different subgroups among those who drop out"
(Camayd-Freixas,

p.

45);

however,

more research on a

system-wide level may be necessary to define these
classifications more precisely.
Upon closer examination of Boston Prep's population,
one sub-group appeared uncharacteristic of the
stereotype of the dropout:
We have students in here from all walks of life—
not necessarily students who are 'disadvantaged.'
Many of these students are very intelligent and
25% are reading at a 12th grade level or above
which destroys the myth that it's low skills that
make people drop out. (Hutchinson, 1985, p. 8)
The most successful Boston Prep students were found to
be those closest to graduation who envisioned and
fulfilled the requirements of Boston Prep's accelerated
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learning system as a means of obtaining their diploma.
Other characteristics found among successful students at
Boston Prep included high skill

level,

to graduation,

low tardiness,

high attendance,

suspension rates,
motivation,
goals

older age,

high self-esteem,

(Hunt et.

al,

close proximity

job stability,

low

high

and self-expressed future

1985).

Twenty-three high school students and seven staff
members from Boston Prep,

an alternative high school

program within the Boston Public Schools,

were studied.

The students represented a cross section of Boston's
racial groups

in that there were eight African-American

females and nine African-American males;
females and two White males;
one Hispanic female

females,

and one Hispanic male and

(see Figure

one African-American male,

two White

1).

Staff members were

one White male,

three White

and one female who did not specify her ethnic

background.
The twenty-three students

in this study ranged in

age from sixteen to twenty-one,

with the average age

being eighteen.

16-year-olds,

There were four

one-17-year old,
two 20-year-olds,

six 18-year-olds,
and two

eight 19-year-olds,

21-year-olds.

students were 18 years of age and older

12

Fifteen
[see Figure 2].

When these students entered Boston Prep,
an average of 2.3

they were

years behind their expected grade

level due to non-promotion.

Eight students were three

years or more behind their expected grade level,
three of those eight had spent three years
grade alone.

and

in the ninth

All of them considered themselves overage

compared to their assigned grade level

[see Figure 3].

Although a low socio-economic status
predictor variable for drop-outs,

(SES)

is a

the SES of the student

subjects was not determined mainly because:
At present, BPS [Boston Public Schools] lacks an
indicator of student socio-economic status.
Proxies for SES (e.g., eligibility for school
lunches, Chapter I, etc.) have proven poor
indicators likely to distort the effects of SES.
(Camayd-Freixas et al., 1986, p. 69)
Yet,

such indicators as eligibility for school

lunches,

the income guidelines for Chapter I entitlement,
requests for letters of verification of school
enrollment for welfare,
subsidized housing,
the students'

residences with public and

home visits by social services,

and

own informal declarations gave an

unofficial estimate that all the student informants had
a low SES.
Specific factors associated with Boston Public
School dropouts

in general most likely apply to Boston

Prep students.

Five substantive factors causing the

high and growing dropout rate specifically in Boston

13

Public Schools were noted by senior Boston Public School
staff.
lag,

These factors

included an accumulating learning

the effects of increasing academic and attendance

standards,

some contextual factors

the experience of
services;
system

in Boston's economy,

'falling through the cracks'

of social

and the structural problems of the school

(Camayd-Freixas,

1986) .

Other predictor variables
pregnancy and parenthood,
disciplinary problems,
descriptions of the

for dropping out,

negative school attitudes,

and illness,

interviews.

are discussed in the

In general,

students subjects represented what Paton
categorized as

such as

"sampling critical cases

the

(1980)
[which]

permits

logical generalization and maximum application"
105).

In designing this study's strategy,

(p.

I have

collected the sample which contained certain key
informants most

likely to be typical representatives

within an alternative high school program within this
urban school system.
Data Collection
I gathered data from interviews,
student writing samples,
field notes.

student journals,

student records,

The specific data

and my own

I collected from student

records revealed information about their previous
schools,

home residences,

jobs,

14

medical histories,

academic points toward graduation,
for coming to Boston Prep.

and possible reasons

Student journals and writing

samples were collected from assignments

in my English

classes.
From May,

1987 to January,

1988,

I conducted

forty-five interviews of students and staff at Boston
Prep.

Most interviews took place in a school setting,

either in a classroom or in the
exception of three

library,

with the

interviews which took place at a

staff member's home and at cafeterias

in a

local college

with one student.
In scheduling interviews,

the students preferred a

convenient time before or after school.
interviews,

After the

students were offered a small compensation

for transportation,

babysitting,

students refused this.

or lunch.

Some

A few students had to be

reminded of their scheduled appointments for the
interviews by telephoning them or writing a note.
Several
first,

students missed their scheduled appointments the
the second,

notable cases,

and even the third time.

In two

four to six appointments were postponed

before the interviews took place.

In one case,

the

scheduled interviews did not take place at all because
of an on-going crisis

in the student's home life,

but

that student was not included in the sample for the

15

study.

Many students who showed interest in the

interviews did not schedule them because they had such a
tight schedule between school,
when I

work,

and home that even

suggested a time outside of the typical

or after school'

arrangement,

The scheduling of

'before

they did not participate.

interviews required an

understanding on the part of this teacher-researcher
that students did not always remember when they had
scheduled the

interviews,

that students missed scheduled

meetings not as avoidance or as an insult,

and that the

life situations of at-risk students changed their
priorities for scheduled meetings at a moment's notice.
On the other hand,

interviews with the staff were easily

arranged and occurred without delays.
The interviews varied in length between forty
minutes and two hours.

In a few cases,

split up into two parts;

interviews were

the first part took place

before school and the second part after school,
totalling forty minutes.
took two hours,

The longest interview,

which

combined two regular length interviews

into one for the convenience of a staff member.
students and all of the staff had two

Most

interviews.

In

the case of some students who had only one interview,
repeated appointments for the second interview were
missed or students were no longer in the program.

16

Out

of the total of twenty-three students,
completed the second interview.

eighteen

Nevertheless,

the original twenty-three students was

data from

included in the

results of this study.
Interview questions,
interview,

particularly in the first

followed Spradley's

ethnographic interviews;
more open-ended,

(1979)

however,

model of

as an interview became

particularly in the second interview,

they evolved into what Massarik

(1981)

called a

'rapport

interview':
This interview, while in general format resembling
the limited survey, goes beyond the 'cut and
dried' character of the latter, and opens the door
to a more genuinely human relationship between the
interviewer and interviewee.
This is, of course,
the kind of interview in which rapport, as widely
discussed in survey literature, becomes a salient
attribute, (p. 202)
In this type of

interview,

my role changed from merely

investigator to a trusted clarifier and commentator.
Patton

(1980)

explained how the researcher can

balance neutrality with rapport which I followed
throughout the project:
At the same time that I am neutral with regard to
the content of what is being said to me, I care
very much that the person is willing to share with
me what they are saying, (p. 231)
This regard for how I would approach the interviews,
also involved expressing a formal set of rules by which
the research process evolved.
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By explicitly stating

\

that this experience was outside

'school'

because it

wouldn't be reflected on any school record like a grade
or an evaluation,

that they could prevent anything they

didn't want public from being known,

that I would

protect identities with fictional names or anonymity,
and that they would not
negative opinions.

'hurt my feelings'

by expressing

In the course of the interviews,

disagreements and even criticisms of my own classroom
and personal viewpoints were expressed in the interviews
with students and staff,
pursue what they felt was

for which I
important.

All names of informants,
represented as pseudonyms

encouraged them to

except for my own,

in this study.

are

All names of

previous schools or references to other schools have
been changed,

except for Boston Prep,

in order to

disguise the identity of

informants and to protect the

sources of

Some quotations

information.

in this

dissertation have identified specific persons who are
not subjects

in this study,

but whose positions within

the wider community are known;

however,

those quotations

from these named sources or about these persons have
been taken directly from public documents.
The first interview with students and staff
members followed the Spradley

(1979)

format in that the

role of the researcher identified a set of specific

18

issues which would allow an informant to describe Boston
Prep through a variety of approaches with descriptive
questions,

structural questions,

and contrast questions.

The second interview would start with clarification and
elaboration questions based on the first interview,

but

then would allow for some open-ended narrative based on
the interview questions.
comment varied,

The way I posed a question or

but the general approach was to guide

the description of the broad range of
informant with the least amount of
of my interviewing style.

As

I

issues for the

intrusion on the part

stated in one interview

with a staff member:
In the first interview, you get the perimeter.
And then in the second interview, you work within
those issues and talk about them.
The second
interview is supposed to be more of an interplay.
In a few instances,

particularly with staff members,

I

became a specialized informant talking to another
informant.
As the transcriptions of these tape-recorded
interviews along with field notes,
650 pages,
is a

added up to more than

I assert that interviewing as a methodology

lengthy process,

not for a research project which

requires brevity and alacrity.

When I explained to my

informants that I was taping the

interviews,

I justified

using the tape-recorder by saying that when I had an
accurate record of the interview,
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I concentrated better

\

because I spent my time on the interview,

and not on

writing down every word.
Patton

(1980)

cited the effects of poor quality

recordings in his first large interviewing project where
he lost almost twenty percent of his data; however, with
his advice,

I managed to lose less than two percent.

Although the recording locations were plagued with noisy
air ducts and hollow echo effect of uncarpeted
classrooms,

the quality was within workable levels of

listening comprehension.
In transcribing what has been described as Black
English Vernacular

(Labov,

1972)

and other dialects,

I

have not attempted to provide an exact speech analysis
on the phonological level,

but rather to focus on the

semantical and syntactical level with an informal
decoding system as Heath

(1983)

employed.

I understood

these dialectical variations and transcribed the tapes
to obtain a working text to analyze the context of the
interviews.
Because of Labov's

(1972)

warning about being

over-confident in one's ability to shift from one
linguistic system to another,
working in their dialects,

particularly if one was

typically I used my own

dialect and an informant responded in another type of
dialect so that I was able to react appropriately in the
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context of my remarks and to clarify unclear responses
if needed.

However,

in transcribing the tapes,

I

noticed some dialects required more scrutiny on my part
to record the verbatim statements.

In cases where the

intonation or kinestics enhanced and clarified a
response,

I noted these specific points.

Although most of my data was represented in the
interviews, many other sources,
student writing,

e.g.,

student records,

and my own field notes,

corroborated

the oral evidence of this study in its analysis.
Previous field studies from a team of teacherresearchers from the Boston Secondary School Project
(BSSP)

of the University of Massachusetts in Amherst

gave tremendous support,
gathering this data
Hilton,

et al.,

direction,

(Hilton,

1985;

and feedback in

1983; Hilton,

and Hunt et al.,

et al.,

1984;

1986).

Data Analysis
Spradley's

(1979)

Developmental Research Sequence

provided a model for the data analysis of this study in
that the careful sifting of the raw data of interviews
and other sources created the major cultural themes and
its subdivisions.
analysis of data,
minor,

When I conducted the initial content
I charted a coding schema of major,

and sub-categories

[see Table 1].

classifications clearly emerged:
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Three major

time-related issues,

I

student definitions of success,

and types of rapport.

The categories were based on what students and staff
generally perceived as major issues
experiences and what made it

in the schooling

'work.1

As I noted in the previous section,

collaborative

studies have been encouraged by the Boston Secondary
School Project

(BSSP),

a field-based graduate program of

the University of Massachusetts School of Education in
Amherst where research teams of teachers

from the Boston

Public Schools have explored and studied specific
problems

in their school system.

beginning in

1982,

formed such a team,

Since Boston Prep's

several Boston Prep staff members had
where we have supported each other

collectively in our research.
Reason and Rowan

(1981)

have

insisted that in order

for research to be considered valid
out'

it must be

'tried

before a group of researchers or co-researchers who

can both support and challenge any theses.

Also,

they

have recommended "the systematic use of feedback loops,
and

.

.

(p.

247).

vehicle

.

going round the research cycle several times"
The BSSP/Boston Prep team has provided a

in which to examine our

ideas,

concerns,

and

revisions on projects which have been the foundations
for this study.

22

I

Along with an internal analysis of the data with
Spradley

(1979)

as a major guide and an external

analysis with the University of Massachusetts/Boston
Secondary School Project team and faculty for feedback,
my process of revision and reconstruction clarified
major cultural themes.

In gaining insight as to how to

adapt to the role of teacher-researcher,

I appreciated

my mentorship with Dr.

my chair

Emma Cappelluzzo,

person.
Concerns about the Role of Teacher-Researcher
This section addresses some of the worrisome issues,
including the distortions,

delimitations,

and critical

issues which accompany this type of study.

As this

primarily a qualitative and ethnographic study,
concern has been a research topic

in itself,

Massarik

Heath

(1981),

Hymes et al.

Maruyama

(1981).

(1981),

is

this

e.g.

(1980),

and

By highlighting this subject as a

whole briefly and then summarizing the specific problems
in this study,

the

intention of this part of the chapter

is to survey some anticipated difficulties

in conducting

this study.
Confusion has occurred when different definitions
and/or terms are used in various studies and documents.
To illustrate this problem,

in the Boston Public School

Department of Research and Development's A Working
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Document on the Dropout Problem in Boston Public Schools
(1986),

the term

coding system of

'effectiveness'

refers to an in-house

intervention strategies cited in the

research literature and applied to city-wide programs
according to a positivist research set of values;
however,

it may not refer to the

'effectiveness'

alternative programs themselves.
describes

'effectiveness1

Rutter

(1979)

in a broader sense:

child's experiences at school have any effect;
matter which school he goes to;

'effectiveness'

"Do a
does

it

and which are the

features of school that matter?"
describing what

of the

(p.
means

1).

However,

in terms of a

local dropout prevention program may be more
specifically defined within the contextual realities of
the program itself.

By activating a connotation to

specific instances and examples,

this study intends to

remedy semantical misunderstandings.
Spradley

(1979)

discussed one type of distortion

which he called "confusion

in the

ethnographer relationship."
roles as

informant-

Inasmuch as I took on both

informant and ethnographer,

I would not suppose

that self-analysis could be totally objective;
Rowan and Reason

(1981)

however,

have discussed how

self-awareness of the distortions with a participant
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feedback system provide a useful paradigm for social
sciences.

Reinharz

(1981)

described her concerns:

[A]lthough researchers would like to think of
themselves as managing the research enterprise,
they are really part of and affected by macro- and
micro-contexts, (p. 423)
Thus,

the combined role of informant-teacher and

researcher posed tremendous challenges to balance
"between the roles of classroom-community researcher and
professional teacher,
to help our students
However,

maintaining the objectivity needed
learn"

(Burns,

1983,

p.

19).

the position has also permitted major

opportunities to delve into

"making the familiar

strange" while fulfilling a satisfying involvement with
students and colleagues.
Another possible distortion
dissonance1

is

'criticality

where the informant knew the data,

not display a knowledge of the data

but could

inside the

data-gathering territory due to certain dangers
(Maruyama,
play I

1981).

Several

instances of this peculiar

believed occurred during the study.

In one case,

a student would not answer a question

in an interview

pertaining to

in the school

identifying role models

setting;

however,

on the previous day while riding a bus

with me,

she had volunteered her answer to this very

question in an incidental manner.
context of this specific event
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Understanding the

led me to surmise that

t

the danger for an informant to name a role model while
on a bus was not as great a threat as

in school where

another student overhearing and gossiping to others
could lead to a

'he say she say'

between students.

type of confrontation

The second interview's process of

clarifications and elaborations and/or my own awareness
of the context of the informant in her situation may
have counterbalanced some of the effects of this
distortion in the data-gathering.
Heath

(1983)

has commented on

"the fallacy of the

ethnographic present" where these descriptions of
time'

'real

in communities are not the present realities,

do these descriptions explain the
historical conditions,
Boston Public Schools
period known as

e.g.

1969)

(Lukas,

certain issues have repeated,
constraints

influence of

de facto segregation in

(Schrag,

"Busing"

nor

and the subsequent

1985) .

e.g.,

However,

layoffs and fiscal

in the Boston Public Schools,

which suggest

a generalized set of unresolved situations and problems.
A major criticism of this type of study by a
positivist approach is that its
precludes a serious
studies

nature

inclusion and/or comparison to other

for a meta-analysis of the problem

(Camayd-Freixas,
Yet,

'anecdotal'

1986;

Slavin,

1987;

Hillocks,

1986).

the pressing concern to take action as expressed by
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Hahn and Lefkovitz
about what
(1985)

(1987)

'works,'

asks,

isn't

"If we know so much

it time for action?"

has responded that

it

Myers

is unfair to evaluate

teacher research except in terms of the needs of the
teacher-researcher and her community to

identify and

solve the problem:
Teacher research will be judged on the basis of
its clarity of language, its organizational
consistency, and its goodness-of-fit with the
institutions of the teacher community, both in its
definitions of problems and in its findings, (p.

5)
Myers continued in identifying three areas of difference
or limitations between the methodologies of teacher
research and positivist approaches:

the primary test of

significance by teachers as experts and practictioners
being more qualitative than quantitative;
standards,

goals,

the different

and degrees of generalizability;

the limits of circumstances

and

for control groups or other

comparative research designs for teacher-researchers.
Whether this study is judged by standards of the
positivist,

endogenous,

and/or teacher-researcher

approaches to research and

inquiry poses a larger

question:
Then explain to me what this characteristic is in
itself, so that by fixing my eyes upon it and
using it as a pattern I may be able to describe
any action, yours or anyone else's . . . (Plato,
p. 26)
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CHAPTER 3
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction
The focus of this selective summary of the
research literature is on the historical background of
the problem,
Time,

and previous studies and issues surrounding

Rapport,

this study.

and Success as ethnographic themes of

The cited body of evidence highlights the

range and scope of the particular issues which
surrounded this qualitative study and do not,
whole,

constitute a meta-analysis;

make meaning,

as a

but rather serve to

to challenge some traditional notions and

practices current within schools,

to recreate a

purposeful description from selected studied phenomena,
and to advance prior recommendations for future research
from which this study evolved.
History of the Problem.

Especially at the Local Level

The crisis within the Boston Public School System
surrounds issues such as the high dropout rate,
fiscal constraints,
teacher morale,
discipline,

curriculum effectiveness,

low

high numbers of non-promotions,

school climate,

poor public image,
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major

student
and

leadership crises.

Former superintendent Laval Wilson

had admitted to the grave extent of the problem where
"there are at least 6,000 youth in Boston

.

under 18,

but have left school altogether"

1986b,

6).

p.

.

who are

(Wilson,

Recent figures cite a 37.2% dropout rate

with a 54% rate among Hispanics,
population;

.

the largest growing

2,000 to 3,000 dropping out annually;

almost

40% of graduating seniors not reading at or above 8.5
grade equivalent on the Metropolitan Achievement Test;
and about 10% of students not promoted annually,
the national rate

(Ribadeneira,

1990,

p.

40).

twice

Officials

close to the scene fear that the situation may get worse
before it gets better,

particularly at this time when

the current city budget calls for the virtual
elimination of all alternative education programs
(Mooney & Wen,

1990,

p.

16).

For the eighth time in the short eight-year
history of this small alternative program,

Boston Prep

has been struggling with the latest rumor of elimination
from the next year's budget.
crisis,

The constant school system

besides affecting the morale of the staff and

students at Boston Prep,

has blighted the hopes and

futures of many Boston School children.

A local

newspaper stated the extent of this crisis:

"It is about

how Tommy and the other 54,980 public school kids will
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be educated—what they will

learn,

how they will go

about learning it and where they will try to do that"
(Lupo,

1988c,

p.

B37).

The lesson to be learned is that

with each new budget crisis,

the basic operation of

educating at-risk adolescents is compounded with a
malaise that suggests the system doesn’t care
particularly about this population.
The nastier side of this type of crisis

is the

factionalization of community and parent groups where
intense

lobbying may predict a desperate futility no

matter what gets funded.

Community attitudes about

dropouts have surfaced as a vicious cycle of one set of
victims blaming another,

such as

in the case where one

highly visible parent/community leader implied the waste
of spending resources on at-risk adolescents when
dropout prevention programs for younger children were
available:

"It's targeted where it ought to be—the

young student

....

This may be one way to avoid

throwing money at antidropout programs and such
(Reid,

1988,

p.

23).

Unfortunately,

..."

a budget crisis

like this means various groups are fighting fiercely
over any meager funds available,

often at the expense of

other programs working toward similar goals.

In addition

to community groups chastising at-risk adolescents for
costing more to educate,

an influential newspaper
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editorialized:

"A sharp rise in the Boston school budget

for next year was foreordained by the creation of
programs to persuade potential dropouts to stay in high
school

..."

("Penalizing Schoolchildren," p.

Boston Prep faces more uncertainty,

18).

especially when the

prevailing community attitudes devalue at-risk students;
it is felt that those "who enter Boston's public high
schools and do not complete their high school education
really don't count"

(Kaplan,

1988,

p.

The malaise of the crisis has
classroom level as shown by the 1988
Coalition

(CWEC)

23).

impacted the
Citywide Education

study of the current Boston Public

School curriculum reform

(1988a)

with interviews of 118

ninth grade Math and English teachers and 31 Math and
English department heads.

One of the significant

findings was that more than 80% of the interviewees were
frustrated with the conditions of teaching:
Many teachers feel overwhelmed by the combined
problems of student absenteeism, accumulated
academic deficits, and low interest. Some teachers
are immobilized by what they see as the
conflicting demands placed on them by the
curriculum objectives, the low skill level of many
students, and the pressure to do well on the CRT's
[Curriculum Referenced Tests prepared by the
Office of Curriculum and Instruction] and the MAT
[Metropolian Achievement Test]. (p. 8)
Some teachers'

comments on the state of the classroom

exhibited a pessimistic climate for teaching-learning
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experiences,

which appears to be another substantive

factor in the dropout problem:
-

I don't try and do much. Most of the students have
gone through nine years and haven't had to open a
book. We can't expect they will in high school.
That's about the size of it. I try and do what the
students are able to do.

-

The students are poor to poorer to poorest . . . .
Also, most of them don't come to class. We started
working on this on Monday. I am still trying to
teach the basics. When a student is absent you
have to review and tomorrow another student will
be absent, (p. 4)

As Ellen Guiney,

CWEC's former Director,

this report's findings:
teachers are very,
19).

"The morale problems among
very serious"

(Lupo,

1988a,

p.

This factor certainly contributes to the dropout

problem,
rates

very,

stated about

but another factor may be the non-promotion

in the Boston Public Schools,

Massachusetts Advocacy Center

(MAC)

as reported by the
(1986,

1988).

MAC contends that continued high non-promotion
rates means the system is not working for the majority
of students.

Some of the patterns of non-promotion in

the Boston Public Schools revealed serious system-wide
deficiencies.

In 1986 and 1987,

Boston students'

rate

of non-promotion remained more than twice the national
rate.

Non-promotion rates were the highest in Grade 9

for both 1986 and 1987,

where 24.8% of Grade 9

were retained in 1987 and 26.5%
9th graders

in 1986;

(3)

students

17% of all

in 1987 were retained in that grade for the
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tiQCond

time

(1988,

p.

2).

This suggests that the dropout

rates may continue to be unacceptably high because
M(t]hat kind of
belief

failure undermines kids'

in themselves.

motivation and

They're much more likely to drop

out,"

said Anne Wheelock,

1988,

p.

MAC'S policy analyst

(Estes,

3).

MAC'S The Wav Out:
Boston Middle Schools

Student Exclusion Practices

(1986)

in

showed that the use of

suspension combined with negative labeling "as
'troublemakers'

resulted in a weakened commitment of

students at risk to school"

(p.

49).

Although the

Boston Public School students are not considered
"absent" while on suspensions or when additional
classtime is

lost from early dismissals due to emergency

suspensions or from in-school suspensions;
interruptions

these

increased the risk of dropping out due to

resultant academic failure and lowered self-esteem.
Other negative school practices noted in this MAC
study,

such as not admitting tardy students without a

parent's note or placing late students
until the next period started,
"underminfing]

students'

in a tardy hall

set up a cycle of

motivation to attend on

subsequent days when they risk tardiness"

(p.

31) .

And

suspensions civen for cutting classes or leaving school
withcut permission,

cn the contrary,
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appeared to

I

'reward'

students by giving them more time off from

school.

MAC strongly asserted:

'rejection policies'

such as these communicate the

message that students'
presence,

"For students at risk,

schools do not value their

further weakening students'

their education"

(p.

31).

engagement in

MAC recommends that major

systematic restructuring be initiated to encourage atrisk students to stay in school.
The crisis for potential dropouts

in the Boston

Public Schools has continued with severe criticism.
School Committee Member Walsh-Tomasini has called it "a
pathetic example of the crummy job the school system
does,"

the State Education Commissioner Raynolds has

condemned the system as

"the worst run in the country,"

and the Globe has pronounced it as
dismal at worst"

(Ribadeneira,

"mediocre at best and

1990,

p.

40).

Notions of Time
This section examines the different notions of how
the cultural theme of

'time'

has been viewed generally

within the American educational culture.
traditional and more recent notions of
compared with each other,

The

'time'

are

particularly in placing this

study's presentation within this framework.

The

intention of this section is to explore how one cultural
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aspect of American schools,

e.g.,

'time,'

may be

mismatched with the world views of its at-risk students.
Bennett
.

.

.

(1986)

pointed out that

"the misperception

of each other's world view operates

schools and classrooms"

(p.

13)

in many

to a such a degree that:

the greater the differences between the world view
of teachers and students, the more likely it is
that students' and teachers' preferred ways of
communicating and participating are different, (p.
16)
In the case of how

'time'

is defined in terms of the

schooling experience may have significant insights in
the development of an alternative educational model that
'works'

for at-risk adolescents.

Bowles and Gintis
structure of

'time'

(1977)

explained that the

in American education two centuries

ago was radically different:
Attendance . . . was sparse. Even for those
attending, the school year was short.
As recently
as 1870, less than half of the children of age
five to seventeen attended school; among those
enrolled, the school year averaged eighty-seven
days, or less than a quarter of a year. (p. 153)
One major influence to change this

'time'

the development of mass education,

based on the

Industrial Revolution.

For example,

structure was

in Lowell,

the

economic values of manufacturing effected a new school
culture:
Under the leadership of the centralized school
board, the fraction of children attending school
grew.
The term was substantially lengthened.
The
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larger numbers of children in school allowed the
school committee, for the first time, to place
students in separate classes graded according to
age and scholastic proficiency, (p. 163)
The use of production schedules,
systems,

master-slave time clock

divisions of labor are frequently referred to

as part of the business philosophy of Taylorism,

based

on "the time-motion orientation of Frederick Taylor and
'Scientific Management"'

(p.

44).

Bowles and Gintis

felt this contributed to the notion of

'time'

which

remains intact in most traditional public school
settings today.
If the analogy of schooling to the old manufacturing
system suggested by Bowles and Gintis is useful in
gaining an understanding of time conventions as they
still are practiced,

then insights

into changes recently

developed in American manufacturing system practices may
give more.
(JIT)

Taylorism is being replaced by Just-in-Time

philosophies which can be called:
. . . an approach to achieving excellence in a
manufacturing company based on the continued
elimination of waste and consistent improvement in
productivity. Waste is defined as those activities
that do not add value to the product. (Goddard,
1986, p. 9)

This analogy of schooling to manufacturing is
unappealingly dehumanized,

but JIT manufacturing

trainers often compare their business environment to a
learning environment,

using the metaphors of schooling:
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The problem is how can I realistically trim the
capacity of 15 kids?
Maybe I could tie each one's
ankles with pieces of rope so that each would only
take the same size step.
But that's a little
kinky. Or maybe I could clone myself fifteen times
so that I have a troup of Alex Rogos with exactly
the same trail-walking capacity.
But that isn't
practical until we get some advancements in clone
technology.
Or maybe I could set up some other
kind of model, a more controllable one, to let me
see beyond any doubt what goes on. (Goldratt &
Cox, 1986, p. 103)
This analogy has its limits and certainly students are
not widgits or part numbers on a master production
schedule;

however,

just as JIT replaced Taylorism in the

American business culture with its new notions of time,
some parts of the American school culture have redrawn
its perimeters to include student-centered flexible
schedules.
notions of

The major comparison of JIT to these new
'time'

at-risk students'

is where allowing inflexiblity in
schedules does not add value to their

productivity or school achievement.
The California Assembly Office of Research
well as Hess and Greer

(1986)

(1985)

as

indicated that being

overage is one of the most significant factors in the
decision to drop out.

Staying age-appropriate for grade

level suggests early intervention because of what
Gearing and Epstein
curriculum,

e.g.

(1982)

depicted as

items of hidden

learning to wait in the classroom

routines according to the levels of student status on an
elementary level:
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During the segments called 'reviewing,' inequality
is again celebrated in the special elevated role
played by the misplaced child and the special
depressed and 'tolerated1 role of the dropout, (p.

2 66)
As

at-risk students become more

alienated from waiting

longer than other children for teacher recognition,

they

risk being overage with repeated non-promotions
especially at the

secondary

structure necessitates

level where the traditional

even more waiting:

If students elect to gain an education, they will
have to expend considerable effort to overcome the
endless waiting that goes with being a member of a
group of twenty-five, six times each day.
(Cusick,
1980, p. 107)
The rigidity of the traditional notion of time within
American schools

appears

a major obstacle

for at-risk

students.
Some propose that what
traditional notion of

'time'

required

days.

education

for only
in the

school year
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is wrong with the
is

As the proponents

late nineteenth century

like Hahn

(1987)

advocate a year-round school
of

outcome-based

and Buffington et.

al.

and Ballinger

calendar.

learning

(1988)

of mass

of

a year,

(1988)

However,

like Briggs

assert that

(1988)

increasing

attendance requirements may not be the answer
at-risk students because

is

lengthened the

from one-fourth to three-fourths

new reformers

advocates

that attendance

for

"they may not succeed no matter
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how much time and help we offer"
10).

(Buffington et al.,

p.

And then some suggest that increasing attendance

requirements may actually increase drop-out rates
(McDill et al.,
however,

1986;

Schneider,

1986).

All agree,

that further study is needed on the way that

traditional notions of the calendar,

the schedule,

and

the clock have formed a stranglehold on our schools.
The extent to which negative school features and
practices have contributed to the dropout problem is
particularly apparent in one study titled,
185?"

(1986).

In this study,

students

"Where's Room

in eight Chicago

public high schools were assigned to study periods where
they were not expected to attend.

This school practice

appeared to draw the boundaries for a culture of cutting
classes with a clear pattern of absconding—that is,
being registered for the day as present,
early morning and late afternoon classes.
policy of

but skipping
An unofficial

'looking away while the children play1

was one

school practice which appeared to increase the dropout
rate.
Duke and Meckel
policies,

(1980)

and personnel

studied organization,

in two California secondary

urban schools where school personnel regarded
'attendance problems'

as a major cause for concern,

but

were purposely ineffective in reducing non-attendance.
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The researchers found that teachers

felt relieved when

certain students were absent because of
size,

classroom disruptions,

attitudes.

Also,

large class

and student apathetic

attendance clerks would not intervene

when certain students continued to be absent,

perceiving

that these students had negative effects on the school
climate.

"The decision not to enforce compulsory

attendance in all cases was manifested in an informal
triage system"

(p.

344).

The good students or students

with vocal parents received priority status,

but

minority and socio-economically poor students seemed to
be ignored.

Pushouts,

a sub-category of dropouts,

appeared to be coerced in some cases by rigorous
enforcements of suspensions,

punishments,

and threats by

school personnel to spend less time in school.
In Duke and Meckel's research,
poor coordination of procedure;
responsibilities,

there was evidence of

policies;

definition of tasks;

role confusions;

communication feedback systems along all
personnel,
referrals.

between schools,

and to homes;

levels—between
and discipline

The complexity of the dropout problem as

viewed in the context of the whole system bears
consideration for research where at-risk students are
subject to adverse school practices.
Meckel's examination,

In Duke and

the school culture
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itself can

encourage the non-conforming at-risk students to exhibit
the behaviors of non-attendance.
In other areas of negative school practice,
traditional notion of

'time'

a

may also be linked with the

implementation of a traditionally paced curriculum which
virtually ignores the individual student needs for
flexible scheduling.
(1988),

In CWEC's curriculum reform study

one teacher explained the failure of traditional

time conventions when coupled with a traditional
curriculum approach:
Attendance is the biggest problem. Only a few kids
attend consistently .... [W]hen three or four
kids are absent for a while only one will be
willing to work so it's difficult to move on. This
creates a major problem for pacing the objectives.
(p. 2)
Another teacher in this study pointed out the
frustration of managing this traditional approach with
at-risk students:
I don't have time to spend another day covering
materials for every student who's absent. Some
kids are out up to 30 days a year. I can't wait
for each kid to catch up. (p. 3)
These two classroom teachers appear to be using a time
scheduling model where there are 180
for 180

school days,

entire class

sequential

lessons

and where the teacher moves the

in a lock-step process with some detours

and slowdowns for review and catch-up.
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However,

at-risk
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student attendance patterns appear to be mismatched with
this approach.
Spady

(1988)

compared the traditional notion of

custody/calendar imperative'

'the

to outcome-based education.

The tradition system dictates a monolithic approach to
student credit,
policies,

eligibility conditions,

promotion

and a school certification system that

determined a unit of credit requiring a fixed amount of
'seat time.•
class hours,

When time is structured by blocks based on
rotation schedule,

and cycles of evaluative

periods within the traditional academic year,

students

are placed and/or advanced usually once during the
academic year.

Whereas,

the outcome-based system allows

more flexibility to advance at any time in the school
year based on successful achievement of standard
outcomes of performance.
Mastery learning is another instructional strategy
that redefines the notion of classroom time based on
what the Chicago Mastery Learning System

(1982)

describes as:
an instructional model based on the assumption
that nearly all children can learn . . . primarily
by the systematic and regular use of formative or
testing within each instructional unit and the use
of remedial instruction for those who fail to
master learning units, (p. v)
Hagstrom
(1987)

(1977),

Guskey and Gates

(1986),

have criticized its effectiveness;
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and Slavin
however,

Slavin has acknowledged that programs based on mastery
learning principles have been successful and that
mastery learning as a research area or intervention
strategy should continue.
Then,

the

"accelerated schools"

strategy has

appeared recently as a model:
systematic in character reflecting broad changes
in the nature of instruction, use of time, and
attempts to enhance student capacity and effort .
. . by a purposeful set of accelerated goals.
(Levin, 1988a, p. 9)
Barton

(1988)

and Levin

(1988a and 1988b)

have indicated

promising results with at-risk elementary school
students so far;

however,

future studies with at-risk

adolescents are recommended.
Holt

(1972)

proposed another model for scheduling

time in school—the attendance ticket system:
Let us say that a student has a school attendance
ticket that he must get punched 180 days or so a
year.
Why not let him pick the days? . . . And
there seems no reason other than administrative
convenience why a student should have to do all
his school work, get his ticket punched, all in
the same school, (p. 247)
Parts of Holt's proposal redefine standard notions of
'time'

spent in school,

and some aspects have been

implemented already in most traditional school systems.
Work/study,
school,

apprenticeships,

independent studies,

evening school and other flexible learning
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summer

experiences do receive

'punched tickets*

in most school

systems.
The idea of voluntary residential schools or urban
academies

(Shane,

1989)

recommends new learning

environments for at-risk youth where all

'time'

is

structured within either a formal or informal academic
setting.

The rationale for this most severe

intervention was presented by Dr.

Franklin Jennifer,

recently President of Howard University:
But the problem is that they only have the young
people in the classroom from about 9:00 in the
morning until about 3:00 in the afternoon. The
remainder of that young person's life is spent in
the destructive environment I just described and
it has a crushing effect on all but the strongest,
(p. 24)
The economic and social concerns would be its cost
effectiveness and the separation anxieties of at-risk
youth away from familiar settings and support systems.
Boston Prep's model combines aspects of the
mastery learning,
systems.

outcome-based,

and accelerated

Students achieve academic points as fast as

they demonstrate their competencies of standard
curriculum objectives or outcomes unlike a typical
remediation program based on the standard time
convention of the Carnegie unit:
[which] continually reminds us that seat time
rather than learning is the real definer of credit
and determiner of student advancement. (Briggs, p.

11)
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The Carnegie unit,

a vestige of an earlier American

manufacturing culture, may be proven to be an
ineffective approach for measuring school achievement
for secondary at-risk students.
This section has reviewed a variety of approaches
and interventions in defining how 'time*

has been viewed

within traditional and alternative American school
settings.

Contending that present school environments

have been influenced by the factory system of the
Industrial Revolution where the time-motion conventions
of Taylorism reflected the values of its manufacturing
culture,

Bowles and Gintis

(1976)

suggested that early

twentieth century reforms of the Boston Public School
system reflected:
. . . an era of tight top-down control,
paramilitary discipline, and substantial
independence from the popular control. Bureaucracy
became the watchword of the schools. While the
older, decentralized village pattern of schooling
was viewed . . . as an impossible ideal of bygone
days ....
Thus Taylorism in the school was
justified, (p. 191)
This earlier philosophy may have failed to make sense in
terms of today's at-risk students'
and independence.

Interventions and strategies which

include alternative notions of
outcome-based learning,
schools,

needs for flexibity

'time,'

such as

mastery learning,

and urban academies,

45

accelerated

scan a range of diverse

approaches for at-risk students to achieve their goals
of education.
A Network of Rapport
Massarik

(1981)

defined rapport when he noted the

typology of interviews:
a significant measure of mutual trust where
[participants] emerge as Human Being-in-a-Role,
not denying his/her humanity and acknowledging the
humanity of [others]. (p. 205)
When applied to the network of an educational
institution,
members,

it implies a covenant belonging to all its

particularly in this case,

the informants of

this study.
Beyond the formal boundaries of educational
communities bounded by written laws,
contracts,

teacher union

and job descriptions; there are informal

social customs which define the rapport and
belief-systems between students,
Powell et al.

(1985)

staff,

and the system.

described the nature and scope of

'treaties' with at-risk students in the traditional high
schools they studied:
The troubled students who receive attention are .
. . those who cannot or will not agree to even the
most understanding of the high school treaties. .
. . Schools tend to deal with their troublemakers
through an elaborative set of adminstrative
procedures that move them from one status to
another, gradually distancing them from the rest
of the school. First come in-house suspension,
then a special in-school program.
Sometimes the
final step is a separate no-frills continuation
school . . .
[for] 'students who can't walk a
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hundred yards without getting sidetracked into
some kind of trouble.' (p. 140)
Although this process may identify a marginal group,
this system can alienate at-risk students by placing
them in what is perceived by the school culture as
'confinement.'
Ascher
(1987),

(1982),

Kite and Kizlik

Wheelock and Dorman
of

Wehlage

institutional

(1983),

(1987),

(1988)

Delgado-Gaitan

Eisner

(1988),

and

agree that a systematic cycle

indifference which alienates at-risk

students indicates an imperative to restructure school
settings conducive to the enhancement of positive
self-concepts,

mentorships,

and effective social service

collaboratives for its most vulnerable population.
preponderance of evidence suggests that "there
to respond to a youngster’s entire life"
5)

(Hahn,

A

is a need
1987,

p.

by building a school community which includes the

at-risk population in a caring,

meaningful connection.

To develop positive rapport,

the selection of

staff was deemed important in two Boston Public middle
schools where principals had actively matched the
neediest students with the most qualified teachers:
For example, several years ago, Taft School
principal Michael Fung matched sixty students
identified as the most 'troublesome' with his
school's most interesting, most concerned, most
skilled teachers.
Mr. Fung reports that
thereafter teachers could no longer identify sixty
such students.
In a similar way, Diana Lam,
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Mackey School principal, has matched two of the
most effective teachers in the school with some of
the school's neediest students, a number of whom
are over-age for grade and at high risk of
dropping out. (Massachusetts Advocacy Center,
1986, p. 2)
Reorganizing schools to maximize the benefits of a
caring community of staff and social resources

for

at-risk adolescents appeared as a cost-effective and
expedient approach to create positive rapport within the
school community.
The caring community at the Discovery Academy at
the Mackey School

in the Boston Public Schools was

commended by a recent Impact II National Convention
(O'Malley,

1990).

Advocacy Center

And further,

(1990)

the Massachusetts

remarked that:

Discovery Academy's first year was remarkably
successful, thanks to the small, community-like
environment of the program; the experiential,
interdisciplinary, exploratory curriculum; the
emphasis on involving parents and community
resources; and the program's remarkable teachers
. . (p. 147)

.

The irony within this local school system is that these
programs are most vulnerable to budget cuts and other
institutional problems.

After two years of operation,

the Discovery Academy closed despite protests by staff,
students,

parents,

and community groups.

is Project Y.E.S.-I.S.P.
sites

at three Boston Public School

lasting only three years

concerns the

'at-risk'

Another example

(Hilton,

1982),

which

nature of alternative programs
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themselves.
community,

The rapport between students,

staff,

and institution requires significant

commitment from all parties to make an alternative
program

'work.’
Models of Failure and Success

Understanding the cultural values that at-risk
students attach to

'schooling'

may provide another piece

to the puzzle of what constitutes the nature and extent
of the dropout problem.

Ogbu's

(1978)

conclusion that

African-American and Hispanic youth culture can place
negative value on academic achievement and other
indicators relating to success in the dominant school
culture may operate to disengage at-risk students from
the institution of schooling.
peer culture,

Given the strength of the

most at-risk adolescents despite their

academic abilities might follow their peers to drop out
of what they perceive is an alienating culture.
Elliott and Voss

(1974)

contended that when 65% of

all dropouts are academically able to graduate from high
school based on analyses of intelligence,
ability,

and other school records;

reading

the school was the

most influential factor in the decision to drop out.
Underlying the highest predictor of school failure was
the inability to achieve economic,
peer-culture goals.
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family,

and

As suggested by Rubin

(1976)

in Worlds of Pain,

a

double-bind may be created by attaining a higher
educational level than parents,

siblings,

and peers

because affiliation with their home base of support
becomes detached.

Rubin explained that along with

normal level of stress associated with achieving are the
feelings of guilt,

loneliness,

and shame experienced

while competing in an alien world while rising above
one's station.

For at-risk adolescents,

succeeding in

school might be perceived as threatening those
supportive bonds with a family or peer culture which
might not identify itself with the dominant school
culture.
Mau

(1987)

proposed that programs for minority

students who are potential dropouts must consider the
cultural values in developing successful intervention
programs,

especially "maintenance of harmonious

interpersonal relationships among school officials,
minority group students,

and other students through

development of helping relationships
'family-style'

(p.

78).

environment is what Ascher

A

(1982)

described as reducing student alienation in alternative
school settings.

Delgado-Gaitan

(1987)

pointed out that

at-risk students may be charting new social boundaries

50

of a higher educational

level with few mentors or role

models:
The role of the mentor is critical in building the
student's awareness and ability to deal with
school in a way that allows him or her to succeed,
(p. 94)
These studies suggest the creation of a family-style
culture which encourages at-risk students to identify
with their school peers and mentors with an emphasis on
succeeding in school.
If,

as Kite and Kitlik

(1987)

emphasize,

intervention strategies must include the total context
of student's lives,

then it follows that exploration of

models of success would involve the aspects of family,
community,

and school values that contribute to

individual students'

positive self-concepts in attaining

i

achievements,

staying in school,

and ultimately gaining

higher status with graduation from high school.
dimensions of this holistic model

The

include describing the

organizational and value systems as components of an
emic description of ranges of self-relatedness to
different notions of

'success.'

Looking for What Works
Defining and describing successful alternative
programs for at-risk youth by such indices as dropout
rates,

test scores,

strategies,

pedagogical objectives,

intervention

and policy statements may be approaching the
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surface of the issue;

however,

the depth remains

unfathomable as discovered by the U.S.
Representatives'

House of

Subcommittee on Elementary,

Secondary,

and Vocational Education which assigned the USGAO to
provide an overview of local programs and research
literature about school dropouts with "a more detailed
examination of the dropout problem at the local

level

and the techniques used to address the problem"

(p.

1).

Associate Director Gainer of the USGAO replied to the
Subcommittee's request:
literature summaries,
works'

"Based on our review of the

it is not generally known

'what

to prevent youth from dropping out or to

encourage their return"

(p.

2) .

Indeed,

description of a local program that

if a

'works'

can be done

in such a way as to present the basic issues and general
solutions which can be applied to other similiar
programs,

then a valuable service of research has been

performed.
However,

explaining what is not known in the

context of alternative programs provides a tool for
future research proposals.

In particular,

controversy

and confusion exists as to what is reported to be known
as

'what works,'

sparking further debate as to what

action is necessary when so few funds are available.
However,

some of the selected studies mentioned in this
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chapter have outlined some basic problems and promising
practices

in the field which require further study.

In looking for

'what works,1

strategies have been

studied for their effectiveness with such measures as
standardized tests,

but some measures have been

questioned for their validity and improper uses.
example,

For

when more than 80% of Boston's teachers and

department heads interviewed were "convinced that the
middle schools coach the students for the Metropolitan
Achievement Tests so while the scores

look good,

they

are completely misleading for purposes of placement"
(BPS Focus,

p.

11).

As one teacher described the

pressure to teach to the test,
students for the exam.
exam"

(BPS Focus,

p.

8).

"We have to prepare the

That's all we teach for,

the

To compare the effectiveness of

intervention strategies by the gains
test alone may be inconclusive,

in a standardized

especially at the local

level.
Describing program effectiveness with dropout
rates may be inaccurate due to inadequate or
non-standardized definitions and flawed data collection
procedures when comparing rates from previous years or
among different locales
this matter,

(Hahn & Danzberger,

1987).

In

the Boston Public School Office of Research
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and Development

(Camayd-Freixas,

1986)

explained their

inaccuracies due to the following:
(1)

(2)

Improvements in measuring techniques have
artificially increased the dropout numbers
and rate over the last decade.
Inappropriate 'annual rate' techniques of
calculating dropout statistics inflate the
dropout rate being reported, (p. 27)

The Boston Public School Office of Research and
Development have proposed changes to improve the data
gathering,

but it would affect comparisons:

A change in the student withdrawal categories
would have the side effect of making future data
not comparable with previously-collected data. (p.
45)
Measuring the extent of a local dropout problem is
hampered by these errors in that systematic changes

in

the data collection does not provide an adequate
baseline for comparison.
If measures such as a standardized test or a dropout
rate do not reflect the accuracy,
address the need to discover
qualitative approach,
methodology,
insights,

validity,

'what works,'

or means to
then the

as described in the chapter on

may provide some specific description,

and recommendations

involved in explaining

promising practices at the local
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level.

emic

CHAPTER 4
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Introduction
This chapter discusses four elements which emerged
from the analysis of
in this study:

interviews and other data collected

first,

adolescent students;

time in the lives of at-risk
second,

types of rapport with three

groups associated with this alternative program;
emic descriptions of success,

and fourth,

third,

innovative

strategies.
Within the first element,

time is categorized into

three subsets as students defined them:
School,

Time-in-School,

Time-out-of-

and Time-beyond-School.

three areas circumscribe at-risk students’

These

attitudes and

utilization of time in their lives centered in their
relationship with their schooling experiences.
The second element explores rapport within three
groups

in the arena of this alternative program:

team of staff members,
outsiders,

the family of students,

including the

school system.

institution of the

the

and the

larger

Rapport denoted the proximity of various
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relationships,
groups,

patterns of roles,

socialization within

and value systems.

The third element depicts emic descriptions of
success which were categorized as
materialistic,

socio-expressive,

vicarious definitions.
'success'

instrumentalself-reflexive,

and

Unlike etic indicators of

documented by the institution,

this element

portrays the measures or models by which at-risk
students define success for themselves.
In the fourth category,

innovative strategies

evolved from an understanding of the first three
elements;
rapport,

thus,

an interweaving of the themes of time,

and success

appears at times

in the lives of at-risk adolescents

in the exposition of what

'works'

alternative program throughout the sub-chapters.
summative listing of strategies

in an
A

includes flexible

scheduling,

an outcome-based and interdisciplinary

curriculum,

an inclusive school ethos balanced with a

fair administration of disciplinary practices,
clustering of home-base support systems,
contact,

frequent home

work/study options for academic credit outside

of the program,
resources,

utilization of appropriate community

a caring and dedicated staff,

and

institutional recognition of the needs of at-risk
adolescents.

In addition,

a brief history of the
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alternative school program describes how these
innovative strategies evolved.
By recording the words of the informants within
the body of this study,

anecdotal evidence assists

elaborating on their attitudes,

experiences,

in

and

understandings beyond an etic viewpoint on another
dropout prevention program or a paradigm of the
pathology of dropping out.

Effecting mass

institutional

change for alternative educational practices and
policies certainly requires more evidence and
recommendations for what
development of a

'works.'

However,

the

local program infers the evolutions of

policies and practices to fit the specific needs of the
local at-risk adolescent population.

And in that,

an

ethnography of this alternative program serves as a
model for approaching an understanding of what
Notions of Time

'works.'

in the Lives of At-Risk Students

The interviews with Boston Prep students revealed
differences

in world views:

and students'

the

definitions varied,

relation to issues of time.
'time'

institution's and the
particularly in

There were three domains of

where this mismatching of definitions occurred

between the institution and the students.
categories—Time-out-of-School,

These three

Time-in-School,

Time-Beyond-School—address not only a physical
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and

dimension for at-risk students,

but a way of being and

relating with the institution of schooling with its
expectations,

calendar customs,

and time conventions.

These three categories showed differing time
references.

Time-out-of-School generally tended to

focus on past student experiences,

Time-in-School on

their current experiences,

and Time-beyond-School on

their future aspirations.

Time-out-of-School

typology of

included a

interruptions that impacted the past as well

as the present;

however,

the connotative aspect

emphasizes an attitude which at-risk students described
as their

'time'

institution.
students'

outside the influence of the

Time-in-School represented an attitude of

commitment to classwork,

academic achievement,

institutional expectations and regulations.

Students

visualized a future time after they ended their high
school experience and to some degree,
lives and expected achievements.

described future

The three categories

together describe a world view of at-risk students which
has

implications for intervention strategies.
In the first domain,

describing Time-out-of-School,

Boston Prep students were considered overage in
comparison to institutional expectations of
chronological age in reference to grade levels and
academic points.

Boston Prep students charted their
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non-traditional school career paths with a variety of
interruptions from their schooling.

A discussion about

the stigma of being overage is presented,

drawing on the

interviews and collected data.
The second domain depicted Time-in-School within
the setting of the classroom,
daily routine of students'

school schedules,

and the

relating to their education.

The institution had imposed uniform policies concerning
these time-related issues which represented conflicts
for Boston Prep students whose life issues did not fit
the traditional

institutional notions.

The

institutional model reflected a traditional academic
calendar with a preset number of points gained through
attendance and achievement;

the Boston Prep model

provided a vehicle for an accelerated accumulation of
academic points based on academic achievement of preset
competencies,

outcomes,

issues are described,

or objectives.

After these

a discussion will contrast these

two models of how students spent time on school-related
matters.
The third domain,

Time-beyond-School,

describes how

students viewed future time beyond both Time-Out-ofSchool and Time-In-School.
careers,

relationships,

Their aspirations included

further education and training.

Upon this stage of dreams and imagined events,
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mythology of future visions develops.
longitudinal
goals

Certainly,

future

studies are highly recommended research

for determining to what extent their visions will

have been realized.

Time-out-of-School,

Time-in-School,

and Time-beyond-School resemble a fugue with its
continuous
The

interweaving in the

label of

lives of at-risk students.

intermittent learners characterizes this

interplay of domains of time.
on time-related issues,

At the end of this

section

a summary recognizes the

importance of appropriate matching of at-risk
adolescents'

notions of time with their educational ethos

in designing an optimal

learning environment.

Time-out-of-School
At-risk students have been called the
learners by Hahn and Danzberger
behavior patterns
attendance,

in attendance,

(1987)

intermittent

because of their

or rather.non-

which precipitated the obvious condition of

being chronologically overage for their assigned grade
level

in the traditional

interviews,
present,

school

setting.

In many

I heard descriptions of being physically

but psychologically absent from this setting

called school.
be called a

This was what

'time-out',

in the

that is,

the

sports world would
act of disengagement

in the activity in order to reorganize
strategy of the game.

In the
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for the next

stories of these

young people,

I

listened to the conversations

inside the

huddle to a typology of obstacles they had been
encountering which took them out of their engagement in
school.
A major effect of being
student's testimony,

'overage'

a reminder of the often-researched

postulate that the older they are,
are to drop out.

appeared in every

the more

likely they

The narratives they told about being

out of school have been reported in many other studies
about school-related factors,
socio-economic factors,
however,

societal and

or student characteristics;

their experiences with Time-out-of-School

described the larger picture of what it is
older,

like being

not just in means and standard deviations,

a different phase of

but in

life development than that for

which the institutional structure of rules and policies
was

intended.
The stigma of being overage appeared to be an

extremely important concern to most students.

One

student stated the connection clearly:
The reason that they're dropping out is because
they feel embarrassed that they can't make it, or
they feel embarrassed because lots of kids are
embarrassed about their age and have dropped out,
. . . but it makes a person feel funny being with
just younger kids and you know, in class. [Rose]
Another had to defend herself physically because of her
overage status and larger size:
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But it was kind of hard because I guess I'm older
like the young kids.
It's like fighting and stuff
like that.
[Betty]
One student compared the stigma of being overage in the
classroom to a death sentence:
And in order to get that gun away from that
person, that finger that is slowly pressing that
trigger, like society: 'You're this.
You're not
worth sh— the day that you were born.
Blah,
blah, blah.'
You take responsibility to live.
It's a matter of life or death, especially if you
know your time is running out in school.
[Xavier]
The deep frustration reflected in these three stories
hints at the possible depression and anxiety they
experienced being overage in the classroom.

A common

experience of being identified as overage over several
years,

sometimes in the same grade,

often resulted in

alienation from the larger school culture.
Another student depicted a prison where he was
trapped in the institutional process of classifying
at-risk students with negative labels:
They had me in 766 (Special Education) for about
ten years. . . .
Well, because in first grade, I
couldn't read—didn't know my ABC's—didn't learn
to read until I was in the 7th grade, so therefore
I caught up and passed my level, but they kept me
there because you might say I had attitude
problems. ... I mean it was a ghetto of 766.
[Felix]
By the time this student got older, he had overcome his
need to be in a special program,

but exhibited 'attitude

problems' which continued to reinforce his negative
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school

identity.

being overage

Boston Prep

students

in their previous

concurred that

schools most

significantly affected their decision to
be at—risk,

and to drop out.

their time,

as they saw

away

from their

it,

identity as

The
the

to

longer they wasted

easier

it was to walk

an overage school

One administrator expressed concerns
students'

be truant,

well-established patterns

failure.

about at-risk

of truancy by the

time they had entered Boston Prep.
Most of the students we are dealing with are
high-risk students—students who are truant or
have been truant.
If they turn around at the
average age of 18 or 19, and they have probably
been truant when they were 13 and 14 and still
made it to high school; for them to change those
habits all of a sudden, it's probably difficult
for them because they're so used to it: 'Been
doing whatever they been doing.'
To make a sudden
turn around or change of heart: 'Okay, I'm going
to go to school every single day.' And they're not
used to doing this different thing.
It's probably
difficult for them.
And once in a while, one
student will see the light:
'That I'm 18 or 19.
Do I have a job? I'm in the 9th grade.
It's
important to have an employable skill somehow.' .
. . They're still young people.
They don't want
to spend all their time working, going to school,
taking care of the baby, and not having any time
for themselves.
[Mr. S.]
The quandary of

the

at-risk student

in this

appeared to relate to being overage,
reached the

age

of

independence.

social milieu had recognized their
the

institution of

but
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also to having

Every segment of their
adulthood except

schooling which still

minors.

scenario

for

treated them as

i

In addition,

at-risk adolescents may not fit the

traditional image of the typical high school student
because of other issues,
illnesses,

working,

"contribut[ed]

e.g.,

teen parenting,

or family obligations which have

to some students'

not having the

attendance necessary for promotion,
and academic difficulty"

or to missed lessons

(Camayd-Freixas,

Within the category of illnesses,

1896,

p.

28).

examples ranged from

one Boston Prep student with a long history of asthma to
another with a case of tuberculosis;
referred to

'being accident-prone'

broken bones and sprained wrists.

another student

with records of
These categories of

interruptions were compounded in many complex case
histories where various interruptions occurred
simultaneously and intermittently.

However,

looking at

the single categories of major interruptions provided
tremendous insight into the obtacles that at-risk
students have in attending school.
The phenomenon of teen parenthood has clearly
interrupted the lives of some Boston Prep students;
however some have managed to juggle their time
requirements to include school attendance.
responsibilities of balancing school,
family,

job,

In their
home,

and

some have navigated non-traditional paths

through their high school careers.
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In one example,

one

young father who worked at a local hospital stated that
his prime motivation for staying in school was his son,
but that he did work a lot on weekends,
evenings to help support his son.

holidays,

and

Although he tried to

spend time at home doing homework and reading books,
was often very tired.
have kids,
doing."

And,

he said,

he

"I have friends who

but you know they're not doing the things I'm

Nonetheless,

this young man managed a schedule

that included his job,
summer school,
Out of 23

his courses at Boston Prep,

and evening school courses.
students,

6

(26%)

were young parents who

experienced a variety of obstacles in their
nontraditional school careers;

the most frequently

reported problem was obtaining safe,

reliable,

and

affordable daycare.

This impacted their school

attendance severely,

as a Boston Prep administrator

pointed out:
Most of the females, I'd say even more than 50%,
have one child at least.
They need daycare.
Whatever the home situation is, they need a
baby-sitter.
They can't come, or their mother
says they will take care of the baby while they go
to school, and really the family is not a reliable
source. [Mr. S.]
Besides finding reliable daycare,

these young parents

reported other difficulties associated with managing
schooling and parenting.

Besides the issue of daycare,

they discussed their needs for adequate health care,
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housing,

adequate income,

and counseling.

how difficult it is to be a teen parent,

In describing
one young

mother commented on how her fears prevented her from
attending school:
I wouldn't let anyone touch him [her son].
I
wouldn't let the father touch him.
I wouldn't let
anyone touch him.
All I would do is change him
and feed him, but I was scared to fall asleep. . .
. My mother had to pry him away from me. . . .1
get jealous.
I don't want him to call her Mommy.
[Evette]
With counseling for the mother and daycare for the
child,

this student managed to attend Boston Prep,

community college courses,
courses.

In general,

and public summer school

when students interrupted their

school careers for pregnancy and childrearing,

their

transition back to Boston Prep proceeded in concurrence
with support services from their family,
programs,

community-based

and Boston Prep's Guidance Department.

Like the issue of teen parenthood,

full-time

employment is another aspect of a time requirement in
the lives of at-risk students.

Several students

reported that they interrupted their schooling to work
full-time,

but soon they realized their entry-level

positions produced low wages without much hope of
promotion:
Well, the kind of job I was working was a roofer
with my brother.
And I figured this job, it is
really a strenuous job.
There's a lot of hard
work in that.
And I was getting pretty tired
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because my body couldn't take it, so because
that's not an educational job.
You can't really
learn something from that except how to put on a
shingle or something.
So I said this just wasn't
for me.
[Tim]
I thought my father was going to get me into
construction and the union and all that.
And I'd
be all set.
What my father did, he let me out of
school because he said, 'If you want the real
world and experience, we're going to go out there
and try it.'
So I tried it for a while, but then
I made up my own mind to come back to school this
year.
[Ned]
It seemed like I could get out.
I'd see that I
could get by with petty jobs, but I could make
twice that with a good education.
But I felt that
a job that I had making $100 or $200 something
dollars, that's enough to pay the rent.
But the
rent level now, I say, 'Oh!'
[Dee]
Connected to case histories

like these is the suggestion

by the Boston Public Schools'

Office of Research and

Development that "there is a theoretical basis for a
positive relationship,

namely,

a job becomes more attractive
school]
1986,

that dropping out to find
[relative to remaining in

when employment is expanding"

p.

13).

With a strong economy,

(Camayd-Freixas,
students might

find an abundance of entry-level positions,

but may not

be able to afford the spiralling costs of housing.
Thus,

these socio-economic conditions seem to

affect school attendance in that not being in school may
have resulted from full-time employment or other
problems,

such as being evicted,
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being homeless,

or

\

abruptly changing residences to other extended family
households.

Evidence from the interviews suggested

strong support for this causal relationship between
socio-economic status and at-risk status.

Some students

identified themselves as single heads of households or
living independently of parents or guardians.
of addresses,

telephone numbers,

from student records

Changes

and previous schools

indicated that some students1

households had moved frequently.

A possible

correlation of changes of household locations with
frequent changes of schools was found with three
students who had been in three different high schools
before attending Boston Prep,

and five others who were

in two different high schools prior to Boston Prep.

The

most extreme example was a student with six changes of
address during the time of this study.

Substantial

disruption of schooling in the lives of Boston Prep
students may have been significantly related to some
aspects of the current socio-economic conditions,

but

more in-depth study is recommended in this area.
Another significant issue in the lives of these
at-risk students occurred due to court-involvement with
trials,

meetings with probation officers,

sentences that mandate school attendance,
in half-way houses for juvenile offenders.
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incarceration,
and residence
A variety of

narratives included stories of crimes which impeded
school attendance,

such as the case of one student who

witnessed the murder of her child's father,
severely withdrawn,

became

and stopped attending school;

or

another student who was harassed by a gang such that he
avoided school and other places where he might encounter
gang members.

However,

a detailed scope of this issue

was not available due to students'

rights of privacy and

protection from disclosing juvenile records and also,

to

the code of silence of the informants themselves.
Related to the previous issue of court involvement
outside of school
enforcement.

is what might be termed as school law

Suspensions,

expulsions,

and other

school-related disciplinary actions were reported by
three of the students as severely impacting their
Time-in-School.

Their narratives of these

school-related factors such as suspension were typically
explained as containing these elements:

a student was

'picked on'

the punishment

by an authoritarian figure,

exceeded the crime,

and the student blamed a specific

person for mistreating or labelling him badly during the
judicial process.

In the following narratives,

each

student blamed the suspension and the school authority
figure for his school failure and/or non-promotion.

The

major emotions of alienation that these three students
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expressed were hostility,

aggression,

and anger toward

school authority figures precipitated by a specific
event.

As the student explained the significant event

from his point of view,
'pushed out’

he felt that he was being

of the previous school through the punitive

use of suspension because of negative labelling by the
school authority figure.
One time, the teacher yelled at me so I took her
keys when she left the room.
I hid them behind a
locker, so that's why they kicked me out. . . .
They knew I did it, but he [another student] told
anonymously.
They didn't catch me, but they said
we know because he saw me do it.
They told me
they didn't want me to come back.
I didn't have
to leave, but they didn't want me to come back.
I
don't know.
I wasn't really doing nothing.
I
stayed back.
[Ned]
One day they had some kind of talent thing going
on, and I was all the way in the back.
And they
had a fight up front.
And he [the principal] told
me some teachers and others said I was there
fighting in the front.
And he suspended me.
I
just think he don't like me because I asked him to
ask the teacher to come upstairs and identify me
and see if I was the one who was fighting, and he
was trying to tell me the teacher was out sick.
Just giving me all kinds of excuses, giving me a
run-around.
The teacher wasn't there.
He didn't
see me.
He just said Luther.
I wasn't in none of
the teacher's classes.
I didn't even see the
teacher in the hallway.
He and the teacher knew
my name, knew which class I had, and knew all
kinds of almost everything about me.
I told my
mother and she went up there and she didn't get
nowhere.
They still suspended me for five days.
[Luther]
Because when I was in middle school, I had a
disagreement with my assistant headmaster.
He
always was telling me to take off my coat when
it's cold in the building.
'I'm not taking off my
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coat, it be cold in there.'
They had heat, but it
was cold in there.
Everyone had their coat on.
Everybody else would walk on by him.
I was the
only person, but he'd always be coming to me and
say, 'Take your coat off.'
He used to always come
to me.
They did that for a whole year and they
kept suspending me.
And he said I had a smart
mouth.
After that year, I failed because I wasn't
ever in school because he suspended me.
But then
I said when next year came, 'Okay, I'm going to
play his game.'
He told me to take off my coat
off. I took my coat off.
He told me to do this
and do that.
I did everything he told me till the
last day of school.
Then I graduated.
I said,
'Goodbye.
See you later. I got what I came here
for, and now I'm leaving.'
[Kendrick]
In these cases,

students stayed out for a major portion

of that academic year once they felt they were wasting
their time in a hostile school environment.

And

unfortunately none of their narratives described any
school-based interventions to curb their pattern of
school suspensions and absenteeism,
interventions were unavailable.

not to say that

However,

they developed

negative attitudes about their schooling experiences,
affecting the cycle of school failure,
alienation,

non-promotion,

and ultimately the decision to drop out.

In conclusion,
been described as

while Boston Prep students have

intermittent nontraditional

learners,

their patterns of time spent in school clearly did not
conform to institutional expectations that traditional
students remain in school for twelve academic years,
months every year,

180 days per year,
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1/2 hours per

ten

day.

Nor did Boston Prep students conform to the

of chronological age

for an appropriate grade

Highlighting these two aspects of the

ideal

level.

lives of Boston

Prep students within the domain of Time-out-of-School
serves to introduce the next discussion of how these
students perceived their Time-in-School.
Time-in-School
In the

section on Time-out-of-School,

major types of

interruptions of Time-in-School were analyzed from
interviews and school records.
transformation of

In this

student attitudes

section,

the

from an orientation of

Time-out-of-School to that of Time-in-School was
attributed to a greater level of

student participation in

the planning of their educational process which
essentially shaped how they would use their time toward
academic goals and achievements.
model,

Within the Boston Prep

students discussed their growing involvement toward

spending more Time-in-School and their dissipating
engagement from Time-out-of-School experiences.
The at-risk students'

major issue with an

intermittent attendance pattern is non-promotion in a
traditionally time-structured school
Boston Prep model,

however,

situation.

at-risk students were not

penalized for Time-out-of-School because
progress

at any point

In the

in the
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they could

school calendar,

and they

could remediate or accelerate as long as they assumed
the responsibility for their schedules and their
academic achievements.
In this description of how the Boston Prep model
operated in the classroom,

one teacher explained how the

elements of Outcome-Based Education and the Mastery
Learning approach evolved into an alternative structure
for at-risk students:
In the case of a long illness, a student who might
be out for 15 days, might miss one particular
component of his learning.
Then he might be able
to come back and make that up.
Well, you might
say, 'Isn't that the way it is in a regular
school?' It is, but in a regular school, the
student might have to wait.
It gives them an
opportunity to get into a piece of work or a
15-day cycle, and then the student can receive the
grade and the credit, and it increases that
student's feelings about himself.
They feel more
positively about themselves when the reinforcement
is favorable; and if it isn't, the student knows
there's a safety net where he can come back and
with some study take this work up on a retake or
if he passes a pre-assessment on the next unit.
When typically a new student comes into the
program, if that student is motivated, he or she
will take up on the opportunities offered to them
and get right to work.
The students will hear
from other students, see from other students, and
talk with other students about how they're
progressing in the program.
Oftentimes, however,
the other situation arises where the student comes
in and because he might have had problems in his
past educational experiences, or because he is
lacking some motivation, it takes that student a
while to catch on.
The student may come in, and
if the attendance is his problem, he does not
necessarily turn his attendance around in a 15-day
cycle.
He may come in.
He may do his work
assignment that is asked of him, but then he may
be in a day, out a day, in a day, out a day, and
his attendance will mess him up again.
And that
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could go on for two or three cycles of a month to
a month and a half.
But then a student realizes
that he can do the work and he does have a
committed staff, and he begins to pass an
assessment or two, and begins to feel better about
himself and about his education.
[ Mr. G.]
This teacher's interview explained how the Boston Prep
model initiated at-risk students into Time-in-School.
In interviews with students and staff,
descriptions abounded about how one could pace their
class time and determine an individualized schedule of
academic achievement:
You can go fast or slow in assessments and go
through each one.
You can take your time. . . .
Like some of the students who already knew some of
the stuff went faster and faster, but I was going
fast, too. . . , but I seemed to sort out—to
really know the knowledge, not just pass it by.
[Joy]
Within Boston Prep,

a variety of patterns of achievement

could be accommodated within the same classroom.

Thus,

a student could enter the classroom process at any point
in the academic calendar and begin to determine his/her
individual rate of progress.
For instance, Rose, she might be on a whole
different unit.
If I finish a unit first because
at Boston Prep there's different ages.
Different
students progress at different rates. . . She
might be on Unit #1 and I might be on #4.
She
might be starting a new one and I might still be
on this one.
[Dee]
In the Boston Prep model,

students felt they had some

control over how fast they could graduate from high
school and that they had a much better chance of
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catching up to their appropriate grade.
this approach allowed flexibility,

In general,

participation,

and

most importantly a tranformation in the orientation from
Time-out-of-School to Time-in-School for at-risk
students.
When most students decribed how they viewed how
the Boston Prep model compared to the traditional high
school setting,

they mentioned the element of

'owning'

the process:
When your eyes are open as to the standard in the
system by way of getting out, you conform to it.
It was something that needed to be done and had to
be done. . . .
You're being told for the first
time, this is what you have to do; whereas, in a
high school setting, it's like you can blow off a
couple of homework assignments—you can blow off a
class—hook a class; it's not like that in this
situation.
Each time table is precise—you have
your 15 days, 18 days, 8 days of this, 7 days of
make-up. . . I'm saying once you catch on to it,
everything's in your own hands.
[Xavier]
Some students responded that they felt some control over
the social contract of schooling in that they felt some
power to determine some important elements in the
educational process,

namely the rate of learning and the

number of opportunities to advance their academic
points.
Several students mentioned that the Boston Prep
ethos lent itself to a change of student attitudes even
outside of class:
in the hallway,

"They don't give you time to go stand

have your conversation."
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In general,
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Boston Prep students valued

'time'

as a precious

commodity in and out of the classroom.

And although

time outside of school was filled with other activities,
students managed time efficiently:
I take care of my little sister, make sure her
homework is done—you know, make sure she
understands what she's doing—wash the floor, wash
the dishes, put a load of clothes into the washing
machine, and try to study for an hour and a half
without the phone ringing, the doorbell ringing,
or the T.V. or radio on. . . . You know I'm into
my work, into my homework, and I'm into a lot of
little stuff, like I'm into going to the library.
I never was into the library, never, never.
And
now that I'm in high school, I go to the library
every week, and work on the GIS computer, go to
the Higher Education Center—wonderful.
It's
wonderful.
[Joy]
Students appeared to value time because they felt they
could juggle all their responsibilities at home and
still find room in their schedules for outside
educational experiences which enhanced Time-in-School.
Specific interventions prevented at-risk students
from continuing to exhibit intermittent patterns of
absenteeism and non-achievement at Boston Prep.

Most

students seemed more motivated to become steady
attenders with regularly scheduled counseling sessions,
attendance incentives,

and informal conferences with

staff and other students.

As students kept records of

their own standing in accumulating points,
more aware of their status

they became

in regards to graduation and

had a realistic estimation of when they would graduate
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from the program.

In general,

Boston Prep students

reported that their own Time-in-School experience
strengthened and extended into other areas of their
lives.
Boston Prep students also acquired credits toward
graduation through a variety of other experiences:
community college courses,
programs,

community-based volunteer

job training programs,

public evening school

courses,

public summer school courses,

studies,

work/study programs,

courses.

Out of the 23

and independent

and vocational education

students

interviewed,

11

(47.8%)

reported that they had a job and were acquiring points
from Boston Prep's work/study program.
students

(39.1%)

Moreover,

9

reported they were involved in other

programs outside of Boston Prep which granted academic
credits.

Utilization of outside community resources to

gain academic credit appeared to be a major factor in
expanding the scope and breadth of attractive
Time-in-School experiences.
From the interviews and other sources,

Time-in- School

appeared flexible enough to fit to at-risk students'

needs

and still function within the institutional requirements
for a traditional high school diploma.

With this balance

between the nontraditional patterns of at-risk students
and the institutional expectations,
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especially if

incentives to accelerate academic progress were presented
as a method of reducing the
having experienced school
attitudinal

stigmas of being overage and

failure,

change among these

priorities

a

significant

students transformed their

from Time-out-of-School to Time-in-School.

Time-bevond-School
In the

introductory section,

Time-beyond-School was

presented as an orientation toward the
dreams,

plans,

students
these

future,

namely,

the

and goals towards which Boston Prep

aspired.

The most widely reported attitude among

students was their perception of

'time'

as beyond the

immediate reality and their positive expectations of their
future achievements and
beyond-School will be

lifestyles.

In this

section,

Time-

introduced by data analyzing the

various categories of future goals among Boston Prep
students.
of the

Then,

the

concluding

three time elements

The

summary develops a taxonomy

in the lives

of at-risk students.

interviews with Boston Prep students revealed

high levels of aspiration to complete their high school
education and to graduate.

Of the

23

students,

22

(95.6%)

expressed a very strong commitment to obtain a high school
diploma at Boston Prep.

The one remaining student

(4.3%)

expressed his desire to take the high school equivalency
examination

(G.E.D.).

Twelve

students

(52.2%)

estimated a

realistic date of graduation based on the number of
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accumulated points they had and their most recent average
rate of accumulating points at Boston Prep.

These twelve

students appeared to be those closest to graduation;
the other hand,

the others

(43.5%)

estimated a date of

graduation based on less accurate information,
their cohort's graduation date,
in high school,

on

such as

the number of years spent

and/or their chronological age

(See Figure

4) .
Approximately one-third of the group had plans to
attend college.
education,

Eight

(34.8%)

specified plans for higher

either in two-year community colleges or

four-year colleges.

All detailed their college plans with

a description of which college they wanted to attend,
majors they intended to pursue,
were planning to apply for,

what scholarships they

or what professional goals

they would follow beyond college.

Since a few had already

taken courses at a local community college,
already begun their college careers

they had

(see Figure 5).

The non-college-bound students,
or 52.3%,

what

a total of twelve,

had plans to join the armed services or obtain a

full-time job.

Four

(17.4%)

planned to join a branch of

the armed services with one already signed and committed
for a specific date of enlistment.

Out of eight

(34.8%)

students who planned to work full-time after graduation,
five

(21.7%)

had very specific career fields they intended
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to pursue.
of 23

The most important point here is that 17 out

(73.9%)

Boston Prep students described very specific

future goals despite the traditional paradigm which has
often presented these at-risk students as lacking any
future goals
Indeed,

(see Figure 5).
many narratives from Boston Prep students

portrayed a time in their previous school experiences when
they had little hope for a better future and their
attitudes for present educational opportunities were
alienated:
'Southwest High* I was at was like a dungeon.
The
teachers didn't care.
The people didn't care.
The
kids were running everything, screaming, constantly
fighting with other people; that's always confusion
going on.
'He say she say,' you know.
Probably
it's the same thing in the 'not care' attitude. Some
of the students who weren't even in my class, they'd
just come in and sit down.
And the teachers, they
never noticed or they didn't care. The atmosphere
wasn't too good.
And the students were terrible.
They didn't care.
And the teachers, they didn't
care because the students didn't care.
So it's
either you go there if you want to do the work, or
not.
But 'South Suburban High' was terrible, too.
You know all the doors and all the places to go?
Inside we could walk anytime.
We could walk to the
center of town.
We used to go for breakfast.
We
used to play arcade and come to school late.
And
they were saying, 'C'mon, Dee, we're going to have a
good time.' And I'd be right behind them everyday.
[Dee]
When I got there, I was doing all right, and then it
got boring and I started to fool around.
Me and my
friends, we would sit in the back of the classroom.
And then at the end of the year, she [the teacher]
said, 'You're not going to pass.'
And I still
didn't care and played around some more.
[Tim]
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A lot of poop 1 <i I know, I'll te» I I you, (jotting high.
Drugs in Bouton have ployod n mnjor rolo in school
because I know a lot of people who sometimes when I
would go to North, would come to school to get high.
After they got high, they would leave. Okay?
And I
know a lot of: times, it kept mo from going to class
because I'd be high and I'd want to walk around and
talk to some females, didn't want to go to classes.
And that's a lot of the problems for a lot of people
because it keeps you from going to school.
They
want to go out so they can have a good time, and
make some money, and it's where you place school at.
If you place school as important, you'll do it.
If
you don't, you really don't care. [Felix]
In each of these narratives of previous school
experiences,

the relative absence of aspirations,

hopes,

and future goals among these at-risk students enhanced
their vulnerabilty to drop out,

to be stuck in

Time-out-of-School situations.

Each narrative also

pointed to a group dynamic which presented the
Time-out-of-School ethic attractively and to a school
ethos which appeared to encourage deviance from the
Time-in-School orientation.

The traditional paradigm that

depicts the world view of at-risk students as centered on
immediate gratification unfairly presented a school ethos
which enhanced Time-in-School or Time- beyond-School
orientations.
The Time-Beyond-School orientation was apparent when
students envisioned solutions beyond their past and
present problems.

They were even able to actualize
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beyond essential survival issues to another realm where
they could feel some control over Time-in-School and
Time-out-of-School experiences.
A lot of us are low in income and that appears as a
big factor.
Not having money, being stuck on
welfare, there's family, trying to get clothes
together, trying to make money; those are illusions
in life that we feel we must need and society puts
them out there, like Superman and Batman and Robin.
Those illusions are superheroes.
They're not us.
We need to keep going.
I don't see any
possibilities in the school system now.The fact that
my parents survived years with the system or so, I
know why I participated in the system.
And I don't
let that stop me.
I realize that I have the power
to understand.
I mean, education is only needed for
political structure.
By 18, you go to college or
you go to the military.
You can talk all the time,
and questions will be asked, but it is only you who
will know, but the idea is, 'I did this.
I really
accomplished something.
I have to be the authority.
I control myself.'
[Xavier]
In this narrative Xavier wanted to go beyond the limits of
a small alternative program like Boston Prep and beyond
his basic necessities for survival.

He questioned the

limitations of his experiences and was seeking further
challenges to expand his consciousness:
As far as seeing where you stand, how many tests you
can take, setting things at your own pace, like
you're the businessman.
You're the businesswoman.
You do your own account of work.
But there were
things I didn't know, things everybody else wasn't
getting.
I've always wanted to read Shakespeare all
my life.
I don't think I will read him. . . . One
can go to Prep, but one needs more than Prep.
Prep
doesn't offer enough; it blinds you in the fact that
it is different. . . .
You need to go to summer
school.
It's a hell of a sacrifice when you need
money.
[Xavier]
His Time-beyond-School awareness flourished despite a
critical attitude about Time-in-School because he was
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devising a plan to compensate for the lack of college
preparation courses

in his small alternative program by

going to summer school even at the expense of
summer job money.

losing

The strength of his vision about his

future appeared to override a set of negative socio¬
economic and school-related factors.
In the process of this

interview,

Xavier and I

discussed possible options in community-based programs
that would boost his skills and pay him simultaneously.
The interview became a springboard for this researcher's
personal

insight into the way that Time-in-School would

be valued by all the participants

in an action research

project which included Friere's key approaches to
education,
(Friere,

namely,

1976).

dialogue,

problematizing,

and coding

The dialogue between this teacher-

researcher and the student appeared to operate with
mutually understood definitions of Time-out-of—School,
Time-in-School,

and Time-beyond-School.

breakthrough of understanding the
coding these terms

This

'problem'

led to my

in the context of the lives of at-risk

students.
As my informant,

Xavier clarified the problem of

dialogue with their institution of School

in their lives:

So I'll tell you, Pam, they'll never straighten out
entirely.
All these changes and all this other
stuff.
Until you walk in their shoes, it will be
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impossible.
As long as your children can write,
but they will continue with degradation.
His Time-beyond-School vision allowed him to state that
the institution would never change until what Friere
called 'dialogue'

became a reality.

Xavier saw that what

happened to him and his parents in the traditional
experiences of school was

'degradation,'

their constructed reality.

an invasion of

As he perceived it,

rather

than submit to the institutional world view of time,
at-risk students would disengage,

rather than lose

dignity.
In summary,

these at-risk students explained how

they adapted to Time-in-School with the Boston Prep model
from their previous schools'

notions of time.

With a

considerable percentage of students having major
commitments of time outside of their schooling,

this

model program addressed their reality by incorporating
these outside commitments into the whole 'schooling'
experience.

Time-in-School included non-traditional

academic schedules through summer school,
community college classes,
volunteering,

night school,

experiential learning,

and job training classes at the local

vocational training center,

as well as work/study.

The

implication of this model is that when an alternative
program designs its schedule to accommodate the many
needs of students'

lives,

then more at-risk students
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might become motivated to attend school and progress to
graduation with a high school diploma,

as Xavier

explained:
You are being customized.
You're designing your
own house, your faith, your outlook.
You're the
engineer. These people are just here to define
words for me. They're here to say, 'This is where
you are right now. See how many points you have to
clarify that you know that.'
But basic elements.
There's a book that you gave me—Elements of
Style—E.B. White.
Well, Elements of Style I've
never read entirely.
I wrote my own book on the
elements of style.
Boston Prep did not do elements
of style.
It had elements of a new class.
It's a
baby, a new baby, and it has much to learn.
And I
don't think it can learn solely from itself, but
from those who are part of it—those who will speak
or have the time to speak...
The question that this at-risk student had for the
institution is whether it can have dialogue with what
Time-out-of-School,

Time-in-School,

and Time-beyond-

School mean in the context of students'

lives.

suggested by Camayd-Freixas

(1986),

(1988),

the traditional educational

and Wehlage

(1983),

Spady

As

(1988),

Eisner

notion of time does not synchronize with the time-related
issues of at-risk students,

nor does this serve its

purpose in training youth for present business practices
which encourage more flexible time conventions
1986).

However,

(Goddard,

if the institution of schooling does not

change its calendar customs based on the diverse needs of
all students,

including its at-risk population,

the new

industrial notions of Just-in-Time may eventually
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influence the mass culture of schooling to accept
diverse visions of what Time-in-School need be.
However,

the time when at-risk adolescents require

flexibility for their Time-in-School is the present;
decidedly,

their educational

and

institution might address,

design and implement alternative structures with
flexible schedules to fit the world views of its
students.
Rapport
Relationships between students and staff at Boston
Prep are characterized in this study by the term
'rapport,'

meaning a trusting and nuturing affiliation.

The following three sections report how rapport was
perceived by the staff,
institution.

The first section,

the staff members'
part of a school
program.

the students,

and the

'The Team,'

focuses on

formal roles defined by their being

setting,

albeit an alternative school

The next section,

'The Family,1

depicts the

informal roles of a family-like culture created within
Boston Prep.
Outsiders,'
institution.

And the third and final section,

'The

discusses the Family's distrust of the
In this

last section,

the formation of a

family-like structure suggests a defense from an
invasion by Outsiders.
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The first section on

'The Team1

characterizes how

Boston Prep staff functions as a formal school community
who collaborated in their teaching,

counseling,

administration of an alternative program.

and

The key

descriptors offered by the interviewees were common
planning periods,

small class and program size,

school alternatives to suspension,
"home-base"
contacts.
culture,

in¬

and a cluster or

organization for counseling and home
Not unlike the present American manufacturing

Boston Prep has chosen a school-based

management approach which emphasizes shared
problem-solving,

flexibility,

The next section,

and innovation.

'The Family,'

describes an

informal kinship group of students which provides them a
nuturing and caring environment.

The team considered

that the formation of a family system was a central
feature in at-risk students'
in-School orientation.
reciprocity,

maturity,

development toward a Time-

Family values,

e.g.,

and independence,

were inculcated

within this student support structure.
The third section defined

'The Outsiders'

those outside of the family or the team,
them into three sub-groups:
school personnel,
system.

and the

as

and categorized

outsider youth,

new

institution of the school

The first two groups were not perceived as
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being

as menacing

as

the

institution because

crises were perceived as threats
existence

and as part

of

students their personal
institution.

This

institution as
student
with

little response

that denied at-risk

integrity within the

anger

of

fiscal

to the program's

a process

and hostility toward the

'outsider'

attitudes

its

appeared justified when

frustration and alienation were met
at their

level.

The three groups—the team,

family,

and outsiders—

intrinsically characterized the relationships underlying
the

cultural

member
with

of

context

institution.

are
do

this

alternative program.

both the team and the

students who

however,

of

not have

little

In the process

I made

capable

found

a different

family,

to

a

empathised

recognition

from the

of writing this document,
assumption:

of perceiving at-risk
access

I

As

that

student

a dialogue because

outsiders

attitudes,

but

they haven't

established genuine rapport.
The Team
The team at Boston Prep

consisted of

administrators,

and social

the

In their daily

community.

students,

collection

service professionals

they communicated

structured organization;
of

individuals

teachers,

as

from

interactions with
a

however,

conventionally
beyond being a

functioning within traditional
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school roles,

the team collaborated to create an

alternative school program that they felt
at-risk students.

'worked'

for

More than any qualification to be a

member of the Boston Prep team,

a member had to

demonstrate flexibility:
You have to be flexible.
You have to make
adjustments because of the students that we have
and their varying needs.
You have to be genuinely
interested in the students because they have so
many problems, even if the problems may not be
academic ones.
You have to be willing to deal
with frustration.
And sometimes it is frustrating
especially all the work we do to get students to
attend.
The attendance is not what we would hope
it to be.
You can't let those issues get to you.
You can't give up on a kid just because he's got
difficulties and he's not progressing at the rate
you'd like him to progress at.
Team members defined flexibility as a balancing act
between the various
alternative program.

influences

impacting their

At any time,

prepared for every type of crisis
the lives of their students,
institution,

in the classroom,

in the program,

ever-present crises,

Yet,

in the

even with the

the team members had positive

in their program philosophy,

their model,

in

in the community—anywhere that affected

the everyday school climate.

attitudes

the team had to be

the success of

the closeness of the family structure,

their ability to collaborate and be flexible,
promise of better futures for their students.
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The team worked together to manage issues of mutual
importance,

such as student progress and behavior,

latest fiscal constraints,

instructional tasks,

the

and the

orientation of new members to the team and family.

A

description of the team's communication network appeared
in three types of team referrals of students:
initiated counseling,
disciplinary actions.

teacher-

student-initiated counseling,
In all referrals,

and

the student was

identified to an administrator as needing some
adjustment to Time-in-School.

Although most students

quickly returned to the classroom after a brief
referral,

certain situations required more extensive

interventions.
Dee suggested how this team approach prevented
serious

issues from

'boiling over1:

They always find out something is going on.
Put
it that way.
You can't put anything past the
teachers at Boston Prep.
They always know when
something's wrong.
And if someone comes to talk
about it, and they get the other person involved
with this person, and they put a kettle on this,
and make sure it's fine, and it doesn't start up
again because they make sure they tell people if
it starts up again, that this is what is going to
happen—what the consequences will be.
As a result of this safety valve,

major incidents were

practically non-existent although confrontations did
occur on occasion.
Other team efforts to reduce Time-out-of-School
included conferences,

cluster groups,

90

and frequent home
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contacts.

In the event a student had several

incidents

or elicted other signals that warranted special
attention on the part of the whole staff,

team members

called informal meetings or conferences to discuss the
student's situation and recommend solutions.
team's common daily planning time,

Within a

a conference could

generate swift responses to immediate crises.
In establishing and maintaining rapport,

cluster

groups of twenty or so students were assigned for the
duration of their schooling at Boston Prep so that a
team member identified the Time-out-of-School
experiences of
homes

individual students from calling their

frequently,

students'

meeting with parents,

academic progress,

tracking their

and counseling.

Each team

member made about five phone calls a day and followed up
with letters when parents couldn't be contacted;
also kept records of all calls and letters
written reports.

in regularly

They were especially careful to

contact parents at convenient times,
at night.

they

if parents worked

Occasionally a student who did not have a

phone at home was required to provide an alternative
system of alerting parents to contact the school,

either

through a relative or a neighbor who did have a phone.
Frequent contact with the home was considered vital so
that team members could establish rapport between
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teachers and students.

A team member's responsibility

for a cluster group expanded beyond the traditional
school's role of a homeroom teacher in that they were
accountable to the team for cluster students'

progress

reports.
One teacher related an example of how the team
functioned to develop positive rapport with a student
whose Time-out-of-School experiences

interfered with her

Time-in-School:
Another example was Dee who came to school very
depressed one day and had a headache.
And I asked
if she could work or she needed to talk to [the
Director].
And she said she had to stay, so I
took a guess and asked what was wrong because it
was not like her to come in this way.
I said,
'Sometimes it's good to talk about it.'
Because
they're walking in all the time with problems, a
lot of students are always asking, 'Can I talk to
[an administrator]?'
But when I give them an
opportunity to go out and talk with [the
Director], it's like they can talk over the
problem and perhaps, work it out, and sort it out.
But they're having an opportunity to cool out from
being in my environment because I can't back off
on rules and regulations.
I can try and modify
it, but they still have to be communicated; so
that's another component of trying to deal with
behavioral problems.
Hopefully I always have an
opportunity for them to come back in; but usually
when it escalates to their 'mouthing off' to me, I
can't. And they can't be in the classroom.
They
have an opportunity to talk it out with [an
administrator], but we can't take up a whole
period with the rest of the class.
Even when Dee had a
teacher's class,
and rectify

'behavioral problem'

in this

the team showed commitment to

'the problem'

identify

by supporting a student in
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crisis even if

it meant a Time-out-of-School situation.

This teacher's established relationship with Dee allowed
him to plan an appropriate intervention,
referral with the program director.

in this case a

Often a quick

intervention allows a student to go back to Time-inSchool once the

'problem'

is communicated,

without a

confrontation or classroom incident.
Dee recognized that this sense of rapport
established a supportive bonding to the team during
difficult times:
Teachers here give you a chance.
They help you.
He/she show they care, where they talk to you a
lot.
The class size is smaller.
You get to know
your teacher better.
Everybody's not confused,
'Oh, you're this person, not that person.'
I say
you're your own person.
No one says, 'What's your
name again?'
I think it's like I said.
It's
smaller so there's a feeling of caring.
Many students and staff explained this ethic of caring
as essential

for at-risk students to adjust their

orientation from Time-out-of-School to Time-in-School.
The response by Dee was somewhat typical for many
interviewees
this study,

in that out of twenty-three students
twelve

(43.3%)

in

had stated that having

positive rapport with the team motivated them to achieve
and to stay in school.
(39.1% of the whole)

Of these twelve students,

nine

specified the counseling aspect as

the most positive element in the relationships between
students and staff;

two

(8.8% of the whole)
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both the instructional and the counseling aspects; and
one

(4.3% of the whole)

specified the team's approach to

discipline as a positive element.

In general,

out of

the various elements of positive rapport between the
team and the students, many students qualified
their need for school personnel to care about them and
the situations that defined them as at-risk

(see Figure

).

6

Students repeatedly stated that the team had
expanded their notions of what school personnel do with
students.

The structure of the team allowed for a

variety of interventions beyond the limits of individual
teachers without a cluster-style organization;
addition,

in

the small class and the program size permitted

personal recognition of every participant:
Some teachers teach on a strictly professional
level, 'Do your work.
That's it.'
There's
nothing else to be said.
If you have problems,
you know, they put you in someone else's class.
They don't want to be dealing with it.
I don't
want to deal with a teacher who would be doing
that to me.
Then I can see who that person is
instead of, 'That's Miss So-and-So, and she makes
me sick.'
Well that's the difference, some
teachers teach on a strictly professional level,
and some are professional and personal like [one
Boston Prep teacher] by getting to know the
students, how they are getting involved, if they
have a problem or something.
[Jeanne]
I was behind on a couple of tests.
So what she
did was she just worked with me because I was
behind everybody else, even though she was working
with them, too.
And I passed the assessments that
I had to make up and now I'm right there with the
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rest of the class.
Somebody like that, that you.
meet along
the way.
And when you meet up with
somebody like
that, it has such an impact with
your going ahead because you want to work harder
for someone that you really care about.
[Rose]
Mostly what I liked about Prep, some of the
teachers were good.
Teachers would have a downto-earth relationship.
Students should know it is
interwoven tight.
[Xavier]
The difference between [my previous school] and
here is that I feel comfortable here, you know.
I
feel that I can sit down.
It's like we're all
grown up and the teachers treat us like we're
adults.
But it's a whole lot better, I think.
It's a whole lot better for me. And now, I get so
much help.
I'm gone; I'm running, doing
everything.
So it's good.
[Joy]
So I think Boston Prep is a good school for people
who feel they need some help.
They can go talk to
someone if they want, or if they have an urge of
hurting themselves or doing something crazy.
There are people who care about them and really
understand the problem they're having.
[Arthur]
However,

even beyond the expanded abilities of school

personnel who are organized as a team in a small school
setting,

there was a genuine concern to be supports,

mentors,

and listeners

in addition to being teachers and

administrators.
Because it's a small program, and there's only
five other faculty not counting administrators,
and we do have time before the students arrive for
class, we have the opportunity to speak, but it
goes on an informal basis.
Even though we don't
have all the support systems that we would like at
Boston Prep, at least we have an attentive faculty
who is willing to pitch in, give personal service
if they need it, try to arrange the schedule to
give students extra help.
[Ms. M.]
The smallness of the program is its best feature
because every staff member knows every student,
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and vice versa, and because the program is
designed so we have the opportunity to
collaborate; and we definitely do that even though
it is not structured.
In some ways because we
don't have support personnel, we've become our own
support personnel.
[Mr. S.]
The team provided a structure for personalized attention
to student needs,

especially when the lives of at-risk

students required an in-house social support system.

The

most important aspect of the dialogue in general between
the team and students was the team's acknowlegement of
what Time-in-School meant within the world views of
at-risk students on one hand,

and the team's balancing

of the institutional requirements on the other hand.
This was a reciprocal relationship:
Time-in-School,

to engage in

students had to balance not only the

values associated with the team,

but also those of their

school family in order for the program to work.

This

"family" will be the focus of the next section.
The Family
Students attributed the program's positive rapport
to the small size of both program and classes.

They

felt these two elements contributed to the sense of
family because everyone knew everyone else.
divided themselves into three types of kin:
siblings,

and elders.

distinct definitions,
entire community.

Students
babies,

These three categories had
functions,

and status within the

The family structure expanded its
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influence into the students'
well.

home and work settings as

The family socialized students to accept and

conform to the team values,

especially in developing

behaviors that contributed to graduating from high
school,

becoming independent and responsible adults,

and

attaining future goals.
Membership in these three groups did not depend on
chronological age or high school grade as much as the
length of time one had been a student at Boston Prep,
maturity in the sense of accepting responsibilities,
independence particularly in planning the educational
process,

and physical development.

This informal

classification was recognized by both students and staff
in and out of the classroom.
Actual kinship relationships existed in the Boston
Prep student body,
family members:
foster siblings,

including immediate and extended

siblings,
cousins,

half-siblings,

step-siblings,

and step-cousins.

Along with

real family ties were the attachments between boyfriends
and girlfriends which ranged from occasional
around'

'hanging

to being very involved with young children.

There is even one young married couple with two
children.

These types of actual family relationships

suggest an impact on the formation of a
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'family'

structure at school; however,

the focus of this study

was on the school family itself.
Referring to the school family kinship patterns,
Joy described the categories of the Boston Prep family
structure in her interview:
Mainly, the difference is we have newcomers at
Boston Prep.
Now I can speak for our family—the
Boston Prep family that has been here for six
months.
The people who have been here for more
than six months realize they're here for one
reason: to make a grade, to prove to ourselves
that we can do it, and to plan for a
better
future.
But some of the newcomers, I don't think
they're ready to become adults for the simple fact
that some of them, just like I was when I came out
of school, are clowning around.
And now is the
time when all the playing stops, all the
lollygagging, all the gossip stops.
Now is the
time for English, Grammar, Math, Health, History,
anything.
And I think if we give them a little
more time here, they'll see.
Yeah, just like,
you know, with a few people that just entered the
Boston Prep family, you know, they realize that if
they act like little kids, none of us is going to
pay any attention to them, so they say, 'Hey,
these people here are adults, and I should stop
acting like a child.'
You know, now they want to
be your friend. And to be your friend, we expect
them to be mature and not play little games.
So I
feel they'll come around to maturing, being young
adults, and walking through the daylight, and
getting out of school, and being on their own.
[Joy]
Joy categorized new students as babies,

but her role was

an elder who projected high expectations for their
eventual development into siblings.

Babies are

socialized by both elders and siblings who mostly ignore
attention-getting behaviors,

but sometimes cajole and

scold them to change to more mature behaviors,
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especially if the babies were interferring with other
students'

learning time.

Students perceived the process of being initiated
into the school family inasmuch as maturation was
defined as being serious about Time-in-School by not
'clowning around'

and 'playing little games.'

Peer

pressure to conform to Time-in-School developed from the
core of the school family values by the elders who
approved of newcomers with acceptable behaviors and
ostracized babies until they

'came around'

to behaving

like adults.
Xavier elaborated on how the socialization process
happened from the point of view of a baby who learns
to select appropriate behaviors from the models around
him.

As he became a sibling, he understood the school

family values and acknowledged his place within the
family.

When he became an elder,

he gained the

authority to request that others change their behavior
to conform to the school family's expectations that he
had accepted and internalized as part of his identity.
When he became a sibling and an elder, he socialized the
new babies just as he had been socialized by his elders
or siblings.
It's like
part of a
believing
what Prep

being part of an organization, being
family, everybody has a different way of
and yet they're unified.
And that's
is like; it's unity where everyone is an

99

t

individual changing, not something special, but
soul.
And it can be explained to you over and
over again, but you have to understand.
You have
to get involved in it, and see yourself, and then
you can understand yourself, and then you can
understand the people around you, too.
You know,
the first time you walk in there, it's like, . . .
'What is this all about?'
It blows you away
because you don't know your elbows from your ears.
I just looked over my right shoulder, my left
shoulder.
If you see someone doing something, you
begin to understand.
You learn to improve on it.
I learned not to be afraid to tell someone,
'Listen, you're not doing your job,' regardless of
whether or not I knew what their job consisted of.
It's when I heard the shouting.
I didn't figure
it out really. Others had figured it out for me
really.
[Xavier]
When elders

like Xavier told newcomers what was expected

of their behavior,
'the shouting'

they sometimes reacted with fear from

by mistaking this

from an elder to

'stay in line,*

invading peer group;
newcomers,

however,

interaction,

a command

as an invasion from an

from the perspectives of

this fear appears justified.

The attitudes of new students often reflect fear
for their personal safety until they felt accepted by
the school family.

Some described a fearful stage in

the transition from babies to siblings

in that babies

didn1t know everyone yet and had heard rumors that
Boston Prep students were court-involved youth,
'disciplinary'
makers.

transfers,

However,

and generally tough trouble¬

once accepted into the school family,

most reported feeling secure.
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My first impression for these students was that
everyone was bad.
And that everyone like was sent
here.
They wanted to get in because they couldn't
cope with their other school, and they would get
into a lot of trouble, so they wanted to go to a
place where they could do their work without any
interruptions from any other kids.
I feel that
the kids here aren't fooling around.
They wanted
to be educated.
[Arthur]
Well, at first when I came here, I couldn't get
adjusted because I was with all my friends and
everything, and I didn't want to do any work.
I
was kind of scared when I first came in. . . .
So
it was kind of hard to get adjusted to it.
In my
case, I think it was better for me to come here.
Because when I was there [previous school], it was
where I lived at or I knew them.
But when I came
here, I hardly knew anybody, so it was good.
And
now I know most of the school.
[Dawn]
And everybody knows each other.
And that does a
lot.
They know it's safe here.
They know no
one's going to hurt anybody here.
And you can't
rip people off because everybody knows everybody
here. [Felix]
The phases of

involvement in the school family typically

follow this pattern:
identification,
stage,

fear,

initial adjustment,

and development.

previous attitudes of

In the adjustment

fear are replaced with

conformity to values of the school family.
student identifies with the school family,
development grow like
and then to elder

'generations'

Once a new
the stages of

from baby,

sibling,

(see Figure 7).

In the development of school family values,
siblings assist each other in meeting their goals to get
a high school diploma,

to find and hold a job,
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and to
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contribute to Time-in-School experiences.

Siblings

discussed how the rapport in the school family worked:
And I'm not talking about having fun; I'm talking
about having fun and learning.
You have fun in
studying or study with a friend.
With me, I just
like to study with a friend, and we both [are]
working on the same format of what the teacher
gave us, and just study together.
[Arthur]
I call her from work, from home.
She was a real
good friend to me, right?
But at the time when
she dropped out, I said, 'C'mon!'
I used to call
her house every morning because she lived in [the
same neighborhood], 'What's going on?' 'I'm
sleepy' 'What? You've been in school since it
started.
Now that's five years.
And now you're
telling me you're tired?'
I said, 'Child,
please!'
[Joy]
Reciprocity in the school family meant learning and
working cooperatively or pulling each other through the
temptations of Time-out-of-School,

but also it included

sharing reponsibility for each other outside of school.
In an example of how this rapport extended to the
workplace,

Kendrick,

other on weekends,

Luther,

holidays,

hospital maintenance crew.

and Dwight covered for each
and evenings on a local
This family value of

reciprocity functioned at every level where the babies
model their behavior on that of their siblings and
elders.
Role models for the entire family set the norms
for acceptable behavior which includes developing
independence and responsibility in scheduling their
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academic programs.
baby to elder,

As a family member progressed from

they participated in planning their

Time-in-School goals and sensed their developing
maturity as young adults.
In other schools they really depend on the teacher
to bring your work or something.
I tend to think
that when you're in Boston Prep, you set your own
bases and set how fast you want to go.
Then
you'll understand it yourself and go on.
It's an
independent thing, a good thing to teach you in
life.
You will be independent because once you
leave your home, no one is going to help you.
[Kendrick]
I grew up coming here because everyone's
independent.
Everyone's doing everything for
themselves.
It's not like a teacher pushing you
to do this.
A teacher pushing you to do that.
Or
if you don't take your tests, you have to stay
after school and all that.
More treated like an
adult. They're trying to treat you like an adult;
but if you want to act like a baby, they'll treat
you like a baby.
[Joy]
Self-sufficiency as a family and team value was stressed
as a requirement for students to gain status as elders
in the school family and as adults

in a dialogical

relationship with the team.
The family was an informal organization among the
students which nurtured values of reciprocity,
sufficiency,

and Time-in-School.

self-

Members were

socialized upwardly into the roles of babies,

siblings,

and elders with increasing responsibilities as peer role
models.

Gaining status

in the family depended on how
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long students had been in the alternative program,

how

they interacted with the team and other family members,
how many points they had accumulated towards their
diploma,

and how they managed their life experiences.

The Outsiders
A taxonomic analysis of distinctive groups included
all those who were not considered part of the school
family or team of school staff,
with the family or team,
'dialogue'

did not have rapport

and did not engage in

with the team or family.

These outsiders

were then classified into three sub-groups:
youth,

new school personnel,

outside

and the school system as an

institution.
In the first sub-group,

outsider youth reflected the

former images of the students themselves as very
involved in Time-out-of-School experiences:
When outside or something like that or among the
neighborhood, some of the kids want me to go with
them to rip off the front things from these cars.
Now these people are younger; now I'm older than
them.
But you know I don't usually hang around,
but when I'm outside, I have to go see what
they're doing.
Bad stuff.
Or I'm hanging around
with my other cousin; they'd want to steal a
couple of items or pressure you, 'Oh, get that for
meI'
Or in a department store, 'Oh, get that for
me!' . . .
My cousin recently went to New York and saw this
woman . . . just running around the streets, she
needed heroin; she needed heroin, and all this and
that.
But in the schools, there's probably people
like that, try to get the kids into doing drugs or
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something like that.
me.
No.
[Arthur]

But that never happened with

Although most students stated they did not associate
with the outsider youth,

they acknowledged a strong

identification with this outside dropout culture.

As

the researcher-teacher conducting these interviews,

I

suspected that many of the students did not classify
these types of outsiders as harshly as they did other
types.

I feared that my

'outsiderness'

to their peer

group outside of school prompted a defensive strategy in
order to shield that world from my inquiry.
A second category of outsiders were school
personnel who had little rapport with family or team
members.

New teachers and temporary substitute teachers

were unfamiliar to the Boston Prep students whose
hostile comments baffled them.

One student's journal

entries revealed her

reaction to a new

'stranger'

teacher:
Entry #1: I'm now in my favorite class, ... If
[the administrator] knew how sick [this teacher's]
class made me, he would never make me come to this
class.
Entry #2: [The new teacher] started with me again.
I hate [him].
I have never disliked anyone in my
whole life as I dislike that [person].
Entry #3: I was having a perfectly good day until
I went to that scum's class.
[Jeanne]
Another student's response to an outsider teacher
projected into the interpretation of standard
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instuctional tasks or classroom directives as hostile
intrusions

into the student's view of classroom reality:

Well, I have to get it out.
The other teacher
would say, 'Do it like this' and he wouldn't talk.
He wouldn't explain.
He was just really strict.
It seemed like he was there to get a job, not
really to organize the stuff with the kids, get
them all—everybody—all together individually.
He was rude.
And then he lied about everything.
I said, 'Oh, this guy is driving me crazy.'
He
swore he was right about everything.
He didn't
try to ask you nothing.
[Dawn]
As a protective mechanism from the invasion of an
outsider teacher,

these at-risk students created

psychological distance in their relationship.
When this new teacher acknowledged he was having a
problem in adjusting to the whole situation,
on-going nature of this

the

issue became apparent to the

team.
When I first came to Boston Prep, it was a totally
new experience for me, just like a new student.
It took me, I would say, a good month to really
understand the assessment process, and how
students apply this individualized style of
education towards course requirements and Boston
Public School requirements.
[Mr. F]
When team members recognized the dilemma of the outsider
teacher impacting the entire ethos of the program,

they

showed concern about its destablizing effects:
We've had several changes of classes as regards to
teachers.
And it's just like what's in a family.
If one family has a tradition where they basically
do one thing all the time and as each generation
goes on, somehow along the line they lose
something and that's what I think has been
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happening.
For example, you know the [class] is
not the same as it used to be.
I mean it's moving
around as far as standards.
And now we have quite
a few substitute teachers in for the rest of the
year.
I'm saying it's not the same commitment or
'insiderness' as far as the original Boston Prep
teachers had.
It's not there or it isn't being
taught or communicated. It's not being tranferred
as well.
[Mr. S.]
Outsider teachers unfamiliar with subject areas,

the

alternative education methodology of Boston Prep,

or the

diversity of its student population were themselves
at-risk in their classrooms.

The team was so concerned

that some students had reacted to outsider school
personnel that they suggested ways the team could
assimilate outsider teachers with the philosophy and
practices of their alternative school program.
An initiation into the team for outsider teachers
included pairing of team members with outsiders;
instructional materials
(LAP'S);

lending

in learning activity packets

assigning students and administrative duties

consideration of outsider teachers;

in

team teaching;

consulting with curriculum specialists;

and involving

the Boston Secondary School Project with the University
of Massachusetts at Amherst.
'insiderness'

Even with these efforts,

was not guaranteed,

especially if there

was high staff turnover.
Counting only administrators and teachers—not
paraprofessionals,

administrative assistants,
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secretaries,

long-term or short-term assigned substitute

teachers—every position except one had turned over to a
new staff person at least once,

and in three positions

this occurred at least twice within a four year period.
In the one exception to this staff turnover rate,

that

position had experienced three long-term leaves of
absence.

More than 80% of the turnover rate was

attributed to voluntary promotions or transfers,
rest to involuntary layoffs or leaves.

and the

In a small

alternative program with only two administrators and
five teachers,

this exceedingly high turnover rate had a

destabilizing effect on the program.

This was

especially important because long-term assigned
substitute teachers were unavailable in certain subject
areas,

and a series of short-term substitutes

subjects compounded a sense of

in certain

instability within the

program.
Both the team and the family perceived the Boston
Public School System,

the third kind of

'outsider,'

as a

largely invisible authority except for an occasional
letter from the superintendent,
supervisors,

an infrequent visit from

rumors about school committee meetings,

news reporting school closings or layoffs.
distance,

or

From that

through the layers of various departments and
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districts,

a small alternative program in the team and

family discussions perceived its position as being at
the bottom of an institution which appeared on token
occasions to scrutinize its most vulnerable adolescents.
These school department outsiders appeared as agents
of the institution which on one hand acknowledged its
mission to assist at-risk students to stay in school,
but on the other hand seemingly ignored fundamental
needs of those students.
outsiders'

ownership of decision-making power centered

on finding an appropriate,
program;

The major conflicts over

permananent site for the

securing adequate funding; retaining a

qualified team;

and protecting the school family's

integrity from hostile institutional values.
The most significant issue was finding an
appropriate and permanent site for the program.

After

being in four sites in three different neighborhoods
within six years,

Boston Prep was nomadic.

places had been generally dilapidated,

Most of the

in an

inconvenient location for public transportation,

and/or

a shared facility with other student or school
department populations who were opposed vehemently to
Boston Prep being on their property.
crises prompted school closings,

And when budget

institutional choices

of sites had forced the elimination or destabilization
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of several school communities,

creating an institutional

dilemma over displacing sizable student populations.
This sense of

'homelessness'

demoralized both team

and family members in their efforts to be valued within
the institution:
For one thing, Boston Prep really hasn't found a
home.
As you know, we were in one school for four
years, and we've been in this school for a couple
of years.
And the word is that we're moving
again. In the past two years, we've found a home,
but we really haven't found a real 'home' in the
sense that teachers have to cart their materials
to rooms.
[Kendrick]
It's a good program and it seems that the
superintendent needs to give it more.
I know it's
got a lot of recognition because kids are coming
from all over.
It's the help.
It's like they try
to say it's one of those programs that'll last for
a couple years and then it turns out.
But they
don't know it's the kids in the program that are
in there, that it counts for them.
They're not
down there counting each kid's record, you know.
It was a while ago when this man came in, and keep
coming to see how many kids are in our school. . .
.
I heard that Mr. Thing say that the man who
came to school, something about not enough people
being here.
I said, 'Dog? What did you expect?
If the 'Merry Shack' that's open, then put Boston
Prep there.
Because where is it going to be at?
A garage?
There's no garage, you know.
They're
going to put up a basketball court?
Come on.
Like the faculty here is getting pressure by [the
director] and then pressure by the superintendent
and stuff like that about his school and all that.
But if they came down themselves and looked at
their records, . . . it's just like somebody put
up the program, put in the principal, and just
told him the basis of what's it's about, but
didn't help him, didn't help anybody.
[Dee]
In many interviews,

the program was regarded as the

neglected foster child of the institution which
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begrudged the basic necessities,

especially adequate

permananent shelter.
In addition to moving the program every two years
to ill-suited places,

the institution frequently

threatened to cut the budget by eliminating the program
or reducing its staff,

and this message was perceived by

these at-risk students that they still didn't count as
much as other students—a modern Three-Fifths Compromise
which further alienated them.
negative impact of this

One teacher explained the

institutional crisis on the

students:
I think a lot of children felt badly damaged,
perhaps because of home environment.
But I have
to say the Boston Public School System doesn't
have a lot of respect for students because of
class issues.
And I think the children think that
and get discouraged.
I think that is not
particularly true at Boston Prep.
Any one
particular factor that helps students is that
respect.
You can talk about all the technical
academic factors that are important, but they're
all worthless without respect.
[Ms. E.]
In a politically charged atmosphere like a fiscal crisis
in public education,

some at-risk students who couldn't

defend themselves with a strong parental

lobbying force

stated what they planned to do:
I feel like what other school am I going to?
I'll
just get my G.E.D. (Graduation Equivalency
Diploma).
Me and Dee we've made other plans.
See, we haven't adjusted to high school, you know.
[Joy]
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In this

interview,

this student cried.

I believed that

she would drop out if the stability of the program was
undermined any further by the inconsistent support from
the institution.
The extent of the

'problem'

with at-risk students

is

that a perception of the school system as belonging to
outsiders separates these vastly different worlds into
adversarial camps;

and rather than exposing themselves

to a negative labeling or handling from that institution
or any other outsider,
ranks of dropouts.
with

'family'

at-risk youth join the swelling

Essentially the rapport as described

and the

'team'

had made a difference in

the lives of these at-risk youth in their choice to
remain in school.
In summary,

the three parts—team,

family,

and

T

outsiders—interact to synchronize the school climate
for Time-in-School.

At the core of this social milieu

is the family and the team where students and staff mesh
their various roles,

values,

and world views together so

that at-risk adolescents engage in their Time-in-School.
Because the

institutional outsiders are perceived as

invaders who superimpose alien values,

the next section

depicts the emic notions of student success
their core experiences that define
alternative school program.
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success were
(1978)

called

categorized
instrumental-

materialistic,
vicarious.

socio-expressive,

self-reflexive,

and

The instrumental-materialistic category

depicted an admiration of wealth and acquired
possessions.

The socio-expressive category described

role models with whom students associated and
affiliated.

The self-reflexive definition of success

identified the students'
characteristics,

and status.

portrayed students'
their own,

own achievements,
A vicarious definition

crediting someone else's success as

living through the lives of spouses and

offspring as extensions of themselves,

or identifying

with the lives of religious or other revered figures.

I

found examples of each category among the student
narratives,

the next several entries from interviews.

Several of the instrumental-materialistic
definitions of

'success'

the rich and the famous,

extolled the popular lives of
particularly their upward

mobility and acquisition of the symbols of wealth:
Millionaires don't have to work or they can go
anywhere they want anytime they want.
They have
nice mansions, swimming pools and houses all
around the world.
They can buy anything they want
without thinking twice.
[Dwight]
I admire RUN DMC [a popular music group] because
they didn't start off being rich, but they made
it.
They started off poor and then made albums.
They also made a movie which made millions of
dollars.
[Eddie]
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These descriptions seemed based on fanatasies rather
than realities in the lives of at-risk youth.
Hypothesizing that some students'

notions of "success"

may certainly reflect unrealistic dreams,

however,

I

found that most students defined "success" by looking at
actual representatives in their world.
In defining who is successful,

students most often

cited role models who were actual family members and
loved ones.

These examples demonstrated socio-

expressive definitions in that these students had
rapport or dialogue with their role models and sought to
emulate them.
My father is very well-off and successful.
He's
more than just a father.
He's my friend and
soulmate.
[Rhoda]
My guardian has nine children.
All of them have
great jobs.
Four of them own construction
businesses.
The youngest is in college.
She's
open-minded, understands a lot, and has a great
attitude.
[Tim]
Someone who strives and excels in their goals
regardless of the obstacles, like my best friend.
Her birth mother was a compulsive addict.
While
in high school she had to make herself succeed.
She is now attending community college.
She
overpowered many bad influences with her wit and
good attitude.
[Evette]
My mother always supports us in whatever we do,
also tries to give us everything we want.
My
friends envy the way I tell my mother everything.
She is a perfect role model.
[Joy]
Not only did their role models exhibit specific
achievements,

e.g.,

education,
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career,

and family; these

models had shown friendship,

emotional support,

and

encouragement to these students.
Several definitions were self-reflexive in that
the students already considered themselves successful
and specified certain traits of their own.
Because I think I am talented, thoughtful and
kind. And I think I am friendly.
Also, I like the
fact that I am very competitive and not judgmental
towards people.
I also admire myself because for
sticking in there when things get tough and for
staying in school.
Other things like helping out
my mother or my brother.
And also managing to
stay out of trouble, not taking drugs.
And also
being my own person, just being myself.
[Ned]
I can speak from experience.
I have gotten the
quality, the ability of reading, writing, and
math, and doing other little things, doing book
reports, summarizing projects.
[Joy]
My own little system running on automatic, so I
can do it when I want something done.
I'll do it.
I've got to get it done, so I get it done.
[Kendrick]
Two of the vicarious definitions of

'success'

assumed a passive state where students realized their
own 'success'

through sympathetic participation in the

experience of loved ones or religious figures.

The

passive version portrayed the students receiving their
sense of pride or special status by being related to the
successful person or feeling blessed by the religious
experience, whereas,

in the active version,

students

gained their success by fulfilling someone else's notion
of 'success.'
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These two students portrayed the passive version of
the vicarious definition of

'success':

My son, Lewis, is now on T.V. and college people
started calling my house about Lewis.
I always
wanted him to do something with his life.
[Lisette]
He is a great God.
I have to walk in His ways
everyday.
I find that if I could walk in His
ways, I could be a better person.
I love to read
all about the disciples in the Bible who went
through a lot of pain, but I look on and know
they're somewhere in Glory.
[Arthur]
By claiming the fame of a son or the ways of a religious
figure,

these students felt that their own status was

elevated to a

'successful'

state.

The active form of the vicarious definition
described others'

expectations of

students were fulfilling.

'success'

which these

The other sharer of students'

achievements was usually identified as a close family
member:
Maybe, it was my parents.
They never got out of
school.
It's my way of paying back. [Xavier]
And then I have my brother to look at who dropped
out of school at an early age, but he went back to
school, but he never got his diploma.
But I mean
I remember the problems that him and my mother had
when he dropped out.
And I don't want to hear it.
And I don't want to go through it, you know.
[Bill]
She [mother] didn't get a high school diploma.
She went to ninth or eighth grade.
And that was
all.
And she's trying to push me to go on to
going through high school.
[Rose]
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As noted by Rubin

(1976)

and Ogbu

(1978),

students may

face a double-bind in choosing to do better than their
family or peers by attaining a higher educational level;
these students,

however,

family's dreams of

decided to fulfill their

"success" by staying in school to

graduate with a diploma.
Most student narratives described role models who
served to embody the "success" traits and values.
Socio-expressive definitions depicted real
representatives from these students'

own worlds.

The

self-reflexive and the active vicarious categories both
identified students themselves as
models.

'successful'

role

The few portrayals of the materialistic-

instrumental and passive vicarious categories of
'success'

did not appear to be based on actual

experiences;

however,

even these descriptions

demonstrated specific qualifiers of
money,

high school diploma,

'success.'

e.g.,

and career achievements.

Most student descriptions suggested that the cultural
and social system at Boston Prep transmitted values of
what

'success'

meant to

In general,

'the family.'

the self-described

'success'

values

from the interviews were intrinisic to these students'
motivations to be more strongly associated with Time-inSchool,

positive affiliation with the school family,
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and

I

positive rapport with the team of school staff members.
And inversely,

the more involved at-risk adolescents

were with a Time-in-School orientation,
'successful'

the more

they described themselves as being.

on these cultural themes of time,

rapport,

Based

and success,

an alternative educational program that 'works'

to

retain at-risk students in school may develop innovative
instructional strategies that utilize flexible
schedules,
staff,

develop positive rapport between students and

and promote the strengths of emic 'success'

values.
Innovative Strategies
Several programmatic features evolved as innovative
strategies for at-risk adolescents in this alternative
school.
'worked,'

In describing instructional practices that
student informants depicted types of

interactions where their world views of time,

rapport,

and success were recognized and enhanced by the staff
within a flexible structure that still fulfilled the
institutional standards required for a high school
diploma.

This section will describe some instructional

strategies from the interviews,

field observations,

student journals.
The Language Arts Across the Curriculum
approach was innovative,

(LAAC)

in that it had not been
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and

developed to this degree at the high school level in the
school system until the strategy was implemented at this
alternative program.
workshops,

System-wide staff development

curriculum guides,

focused on similar issues,
studies,
areas,

and general discussion had

e.g.,

interdisciplinary

critical thinking and reading in the content

and writing across the curriculum.

school within the system at this point,

No other high

however,

had

stipulated specific curriculum objectives in language
arts to be operating in every classroom,
traditional English,
classes.

Reading,

not just the

or Special Education

As described by this team member,

typical

instructional practices in content areas other than
language arts excluded extensive writing and reading:
In most other classrooms, I think the students
basically were expected to write, if they wrote,
only in the English classroom in other systems or
in other schools.
And even in the science class,
reading and writing are not stressed, basically
for matching the right answers or know the
one-word right answer.
They didn't criticize them
when they were writing, just evaluate them on
whether they knew their subject. That's the
drawback.
Even if the student may know the
subject, he still can't write well.
It doesn't
help him at all. . . .
And it was mostly visual
aids, verbal presentation, memory recall,
fill-in-the-blanks, matching, multiple choice,
little thought process, and easy to administer and
to correct.
That's what you did. In all the
subject areas, other than English, the kid went to
all his other classes all day long and that was
the technique year after year.
And that's still
going on.
[Ms. E.]
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The LAAC approach,

by contrast,

relied on a serious

commitment from an entire staff to push its extensive
curriculum objectives in a consistent fashion throughout
every class.
The LAAC approach expanded Hillocks'

definition of

the environmental mode in that it included curriculum
objectives in reading in addition to writing.
Teachers in this mode, in contrast to the
presentational mode, are likely to minimize
lecture and teacher-led discussion.
Rather, they
structure activities so that, while teachers may
provide brief introductory lectures, students work
on particular tasks in small groups before
proceeding to similar tasks independently.
Although principles are taught, they are not
simply announced and illustrated in the
presentational mode.
Rather, they are approached
through concrete materials and problems, the
working through of which not only illustrates the
principle but engages students in its use.
(p.
122)

A LAAC approach included the curriculum objectives of
reading, writing and critical thinking in every
classroom.

Two descriptions below explain how this

strategy works.

The first is from an administrator's

point of view and the second from a teacher's
perspective:
The teachers at Boston Prep established a format
which can evaluate students on their literacy
skills.
And each teacher is supposed to do that,
and that's what we've been doing.
And I believe
it's being done in all areas.
At Boston Prep,
basically everything was done in writing, even in
the math assessment, in every area, because what
happened was there was no one-word answer.
Each
student had to write to every particular question
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in a full sentence and also had to watch out for
paragraph form.
So, I think reading and writing
does help a lot.
And that’s what we're doing in
every class—a student has to write.
Or if a
student comes to Boston Prep not knowing how to
write, by the time he leaves, he will have gained
some skills.
[Ms. E.]
Students are required in the Boston Prep program
and of course, the Health/Science class, to write
their responses in a readable manner.
Students
are required to use and write answers and
responses in paragraph form, by indenting,
capitalizing, using correct spelling, and using
correct punctuation.
If the student would receive
a 'poor' on the literacy part of the test
indicating that their language arts skills and
English skills aren't high enough to pass them on
that particular assessment which means they have
to undergo the process of rewriting a test,
rewriting and correcting run-on sentences, etc.,
so the piece of work can be read properly. ... I
ask the student to see me so we can talk about
breaking down their ideas.
There is a case from
time to time when the student will have to rewrite
the test, perhaps two times.
But by and large,
the students generally correct their work upon the
first rewriting.
In the case of someone who has a
severe problem, it is common for me to speak to a
language arts person or Chapter 1 Reading person
to ask what educational methods could be used.
[Mr. S.]
As

'across the curriculum'

strategists,

the language

arts and Chapter 1 reading teachers developed workshops
for the entire team,
sharing ideas,

supported an informal network for

and delivered individualized programs for

students with specific needs.
Another innovative instructional strategy was Boston
Prep's outcome-based learning system which had evolved
from an original mastery learning approach.

The

Student's Guide to Mastery Learning at Boston Prep
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(1982)

stated its initial mission statement for at-risk

students:
Students learn better and faster when they know
what they have to learn, when they are given extra
chances and help to learn, and when they are
rewarded for what they do know instead of punished
for what they do not know. (p. l)
Given this sound foundation,

the team built a structure

for an outcome-based curriculum.
The framework of two hundred outcomes in various
subject areas was built by the team; however,
controversy arose about how to deliver this curriculum.
After several experimental stages,

the team finally

settled on an evolving curriculum of instructional units
with a uniform system of objectives,
principles.

practices,

and

This evolution was inaugurated with a

mandate from the administrative head of the team,

but

eventually concentrated on each team member contributing
significantly to the process of constructing an entire
'workable'

curriculum structure.

Some of the difficulties the team faced in
determining a best-fit of curriculum to a representative
at-risk student were in assuming what typical at-risk
students could do academically and how they acted in
typical Time-in-School and Time-out-of-School
experiences.

Few of the staff members had worked in an

alternative school setting prior to becoming part of the
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team;

thus,

their initial process of developing

instructional units was based on assumptions,
research,

prior

and commercially-available products.

Field-

testing instructional units evolved from modeling from
outside resources to generating

'workable'

units based

on revisions of the curriculum after classroom
experiences within this alternative program.
Based on the Chicago Mastery Learning System
(Chicago Board of Education,

1982),

a thirteen-day cycle

became a flexible calendar unit for Boston Prep with a
specific schedule that included sequential
testing,

e.g.,

lessons and

pre-assessments and assessments.

Extra

testing opportunities also were available to students
through individual contracts or through acceleration
within a cycle if they mastered the instructional unit
by the time of the pre-assessment and used the remaining
part of the cycle to achieve mastery on another
instructional unit.

Thus,

students had options to

follow the cycles of thirteen-day units or to create an
individualized schedule within each classroom with a
teacher's guidance;
day cycle,

however,

even within the thirteen-

students had some flexiblity to be involved

in enrichment,

remediation,

or some other individualized

lesson.
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The typical thirteen-day cycle was regimented in
the first part,

but individualized in the second part.

On the first day of the cycle,
the overview of goals,

a student would examine

content,

vocabulary,

and

assessment specifications for the instructional unit.
During the following six days of

lessons,

the student

would prepare for the pre-assessment which was given on
the eighth day.

Throughout the classes,

pre-assessments

and assessments were formatted in a standard way into
two sections:

vocabulary knowledge in context and

content area knowledge with critical thinking
applications.
assessment,

If the student mastered the pre¬

then he or she could work independently on

another instructional unit.
master the pre-assessment,

If the student did not
then she or he would follow a

prescriptive-diagnostic review.
Students with similiar instructional plans might
work in small cooperative groups or independently.
the thirteenth day,

On

some would take the assessment on

the original unit while others would move on to take the
assessment on an accelerated unit.
part of the cycle,

During the first

an instructor would most often teach

to the whole group in a presentation or workshop
approach,

but during the second part a teacher would
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balance the tasks of tutoring,

monitoring small groups,

and counseling before the thirteenth day.
Diagnostic testing of students as part of their
initial registration and orientation became an important
procedure.

Student test results were utilized to select

appropriate instructional units which matched their
abilities regardless of what grade level they had
achieved with academic points.

One team member

commented on how this practice contributed to what she
defined as

"curriculum effectiveness":

In our alternative program, we made sure you had
those reading results in front of you all the
time, and we talked about it, and we looked at it.
But in a regular school setting as in a lot of
schools, it's not done.
I was an educator.
I
didn't see the reading scores of the students I
was teaching. I never got a printout from the
Guidance Department saying these are the students
in your health classes with their reading scores
so I could get some idea of what I was working
with. ... I think there's a great need about
what we're talking about because of the dropout
rate, because of the type of student that we've
experienced, and I don't think those students are
unusual. ... I think that's why the schools are
failing.
Whether it's 9th grade, 11th grade, or
12th grade, the skill levels are so varied within
the classroom.
And the teacher is teaching at one
level and the students haven't all been screened
as far as diagnostic tests to determine whether
they can read that book or not, whether they're
above it or below it.
I believe so much in it
that I felt what we were doing should be done in
other schools.
[Ms. E.]
This practice of diagnostic testing for basic skills
reading,

mathematics,

in

and writing has been considered

standard practice for many traditional schools;
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interviews with team members revealed that testing in
their previous schools was for evaluative purposes
mostly,

rather than as diagnostic tools for classroom

implementation of appropriate curriculum objectives.
Modifying alternative approaches and practices to
fit institutional policies was an on-going refinement.
The Boston Public Schools Promotion Policy;

Grades

November 29.

.

1983

stated that "students

promoted if they earn passing grades
3);

however,

.

.

may be

(60% or above)"

(p.

Boston Prep had developed a grading system

based on the Chicago Mastery Learning System
Board of Education,

1982)

grade at a higher level
institution's standard.

in these four areas:

(Chicago

which set the lowest passing

(80% or above)

than the

Mastering an assessment at

Boston Prep required the minimum grade of

Thinking,

1-12.

Vocabulary,

Literacy Skills,

although the criteria for

'Good'

or 80%

Content/Critical

and Participation/Homework,
'Good'

for Literacy Skills may

have exceeded 80% according to this description in the
Boston Prep Student Handbook

(1987):

The student has demonstrated competent skills in
writing responses.
The answers are all stated in
complete sentences and paragraphs when needed.
There are fewer than 10% spelling and grammatical
errors.
Responses receiving this rating also show
less complexity in the sentences and paragraphs
used than an outstanding response, (p. 6)
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This combination of

'holistic'

and

'analytical'

scoring

of Literacy Skills appeared to approximate a definition
of ranges along a four-point scale with a few
characteristics of writing isolated for individual
scoring;

however,

it never explained detailed

preparations or conditions present under this scoring
procedure.

Nonetheless,

the grading system at Boston

Prep conflicted with the institution's,

and eventually

the team aligned their grading system with the
institutional policies of promotion and graduation
requirements.
Boston Prep conformed to Boston Public School
policy by changing the passing grade from 80% to 60%
two distinct shifts.

The first shift changed the

passing score in assessments,
assessments,

but not in pre¬

in order to retain the 80% minimal grade as

part of a mastery learning system;

however,

this split

of a grading system produced unwelcome results.
informal

in

An

inventory by the team revealed that most

students generally spent more time on passing
instructional units because they waited the full
thirteen days to pass the assessment with a 60% minimum
passing grade rather than accelerate to master the
pre-assessment with an 80% passing grade.

In addition,

some students felt discouraged and confused by the
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different grading standards between pre-assessments and
assessments,

and between the institution and this

alternative program.

In another shift to accept the

institutional grading standards,

the team implemented a

minimum passing grade of 60% for all tests,

e.g.,

pre-assessments and assessments.
Continual development and revision of
instructional units occurred to address new
institutional curriculum objectives,

to deliver more

appropriate units for the individualized needs of
students,

and to expand the curricular options within

the courses of study for a small alternative program.
Also,

student contracts were developed to allow more

flexibility and incentives for acceleration.
contracts

As student

increasingly became part of the classroom

management system,

learning activity packets

(LAP'S)

were produced for each instructional unit through a
computer-aided system and word processed into files for
easy accessibility and reproduction.

LAP'S created more

opportunities for homework to play an integral part in
reducing the class time required to complete
instructional units.
Often an instructional strategy was combined with
personal counseling in order to deliver the most
effective individualized program for at-risk students,
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as in the case of this administrator's story about one
of the students

in this study:

One person who comes to mind is the person they
call my daughter.
And I think from when she came
here until now I have seen some changes.
Basically I think her defense mechanism was
basically acting out because she was a low
achiever.
She probably had difficulty in reading
and writing.
And because of the way she would
handle herself was to be very verbal.
And you
know, no matter what the situation was, if any
distraction was to come her way, she would use
that as a way of avoiding whatever assignment
needed to be done.
Now that this person is about
to graduate compared to when she first came, at
least she is treating herself as an achiever.
She
passed the Degree of Reading Power Test, you know.
And that's a step in the right direction, and last
year this person saw the light at the end of the
tunnel as far as graduation was concerned.
And
it's changed this whole person's attitude.
She is
assessing out of several units. So for her to even
assess out, even to make that kind of achievement
the more strength that she has retained.
And to
understand what she is writing about, I think
that's an achievement in itself.
Plus, because of
that, her whole condition in school as far as
academics has brought a social change in her.
Yes, there's probably a lot of room for
improvement, but she's nothing like she was
before.
She doesn't need to use acting out to
avoid doing class work.
She has calmed down quite
a bit.
She is even able to reason which is
something she didn't used to do.
Even in
situations where she could have acted out where
instead she has reasoned out to avoid a blow-up or
whatever, now she reasons out before she acts out
to some degree if she got in trouble.
So I think
reading and writing have helped her because she
sees that she can achieve and she's toned down her
acting out.
The synthesis of these innovative strategies and
practices appeared to

'work'

with most of the at-risk

adolescents so that they increased their Time-in-School
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orientations,
community,

their sense of rapport within the school

and their own definitions of

In summary,

'success.'

some of the innovative strategies

included a Language Arts Across the Curriculum approach
and an outcome-based curriculum,
scheduling,

a positive school climate characterized by

inclusive discipline practices,
into a

along with flexible

'home base'

clustering of students

for counseling and frequent home-

school communication purposes,

a variety of community

educational resources for gaining academic credits,
'family'

culture among the students,

management team of staff members.
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and a school-based

CHAPTER 5
SOME SUGGESTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Despite the various obstacles which impeded this
study's
school

informants,

their persistence in staying in

is commended by this researcher.

world views of time,

rapport,

and success should be

studied further so that policy makers,
developers,

These students'

program

and community leaders may actualize more

positive decisions on the behalf of these at-risk
students

in public educational

institutions.

Future studies are recommended to delve
nature and extent of the problem of dropouts,

into the
especially

as they re-examine the studies and data at the local
levels where alternative education programs have
'worked.'

Although the limitations

in studying this

alternative education program in an ethnographic
approach prevented expanded observations and field work
that traditionally utilizes a team of rsearchers,

it is

hoped that this study may be considered an original
contribution to new studies and yet still a coherent
descendent of the present body of research.
No matter what recommendations have been proposed
by past and present research studies,
about the nature of

major decisions

local alternative programs for
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at-risk youth are left in the hands of educators,
officials at all

levels,

and citizens.

public

As the National

Coalition of Advocates for Students in their report,
Barriers to Excellence:

Our Children at Risk

assessed the status of at-risk students

(1985),

in America's

public schools by hearing testimony of 285 eminent
witnesses

in ten large cities,

their first public

hearing in Boston raised a critical point:
[0]ne witness urged us to ask ourselves one
question: 'Which children matter. . . and to whom?
(p. viii)
This study has attempted to emphasize that at-risk youth
are a significant population in American public
educational

institutions,

and as such,

are entitled to a

fair consideration to improve their graduation rates
within their schools.
What
What works

'Worked1

at Boston Prep

is highly dependent on the specific

factors surrounding a

local community's dropout problem.

As the Urban Superintendents Network suggested:
No single, magical formula exists to hold
potential dropouts in school or lure those who
leave back to the classroom.
Different
communities, schools, students have varying needs;
what works for a bored but gifted youngster from
the Bronx may be inappropriate for a chronically
truant adolescent from Portland, Oregon. (Gruskin
et al., 1987, p. 15)
However,

despite the possibility that what

'worked'

Boston Prep may be inappropriate in dissimilar
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situations,

other alternative programs may be designed

to incorporate their own students'
success,

and rapport

world views of time,

in order to restructure for more

positive results.
When this study's
experienced

'schooling'

informants explained how they
in this alternative program,

several strategies were perceived as

'successful.'

With

a considerable percentage of students having major
commitments outside of their schooling,
definition of

'schooling'

an expanded

incorporated flexible

scheduling with a variety of in-school and community¬
wide opportunities.

The rationale of this model is that

when an alternative program considered its school
schedule linked to the whole student's life,
greater community's offerings,

and the

then more students were

motivated to attend school and make progress.
With an instructional strategy of an outcome-based
learning system,

students managed the intensity and pace

of Time-in-School and thus expanded the boundaries of
their

'schooling'

experience.

Students became more

self-directed learners with an internalized locus of
control,

moving away from the negative aspects of school

authority figures to a positive self-direction.

Instead

of erratic attendance patterns confronting the
traditional time structure,

leading to the cycle of
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school failure and non-promotion,

the outcome-based

model allowed at-risk students to be engaged at any
point within the school year with both remediation and
acceleration in a quickly paced schedule.
specific factors

In addition,

in the school climate appeared to

contribute to enhance outcome-based learning;
counseling,

frequent home contact,

curriculum approach,

e.g.

an across-the-

and a school culture which enhanced

positive values of rapport and achievement.
Students expressed various definitions of success,
such as

instrumental,

and vicarious;

socio-expressive,

however,

self-reflexive,

the most frequently expressed

definition of success was socio-expressive,

in that

family members and loved ones were role models of
'success'
jobs,

values where they had achievements

raising children,

on other people.

in holding

and exerting positive influences

These socio-expressive definitions of

success pointed to positive rapport which were centered
in the

'family'

structure of the program.

A sense of positive rapport was attributed to the
small

scale of both program and classroom size,

contributed to a

"family-style"

culture.

A positive

climate was reflected in frequent home contact,
counseling sessions,
incentives,

staff collaboration,

and a fair disciplinary code.
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group

attendance
Students

identified their success values in socio—expressive
terms,

in an ethos which encouraged positive rapport and

self-management skills so that they became motivated to
attain a high school diploma.
What 'worked'

at Boston Prep was its own

restructuring of the traditional values of institutional
time,

success,

needs.

and rapport to match their students'

What didn't 'work' were the effects of negative

stereotyping of at-risk youth,
'outsiders,'

the distancing by

and the continual struggle to survive in a

beleaguered school system.
Beyond Survival
Survival for this alternative program involved
issues of housing,

staffing,

and budget—common problems

in many large urban school systems.

However, when an

alternative program perceives itself as isolated from
the rest of the educational institution and branded
'at-risk'
schools,

as a bad label compared to other types of
the spirit of the program can reflect

fragility,

transience,

and futility.

Turning around the

hearts and minds of at-risk students in face of a lack
of funds and supplies to more positive possibilities is
the essence of the fight for survival.
Locating an appropriate and permanent site for
this alternative program has been a major problem,
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especially after four sites

in different areas of the

city and an average stay of two years.
entire school system,

Within the

sites were in disrepair,

in an

inconvenient location for public transportation,

and/or

shared with other school communities which were opposed
to sharing their space with programs for at-risk youth.
This problem is not unique in large urban school systems
where
these older urban centers have the added burden of
aging school buildings needing constant repair and
built-in fixed costs for security and trans¬
portation. (National Coalition of Advocates of
Schools. p. 74)
Added to this problem was competition for space because
of previous consolidations,

eliminations,

and/or

destablization of other school communities and
populations.

The issue of housing an alternative

program only reinforced the notion of the at-risk
syndrome of the entire institution where the most
vulnerable students were

'homeless.'

Developing a permanent core of experienced,
qualified staff requires minimal disruptions due to
staff changes or lay-offs.

Some creative incentives

appear to attract and maintain this essential core;
e.g.,

staff recognition from both the community and the

institution,

supportive staff relationships,

classroom materials,

adequate supplies,
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conditions,

tuition reduction or reimbursement,

volunteer business
professional

and college partnerships,

training.

were team members

When the

in the

learning environment

for at-risk youth,
Still,

experienced high

of

Finally,

levels

students,
crises

alternative program

and the

community at

stability
large.

exacerbated the victim-blaming,

notions

of

'pathology'

costs

for the higher

for

costs

social problems

has

staff,

continuing

the
and

indeed,

the

concerning at-risk students when
became apparent.

arguments may persuade taxpayers

'reasonable'

itself,

for

The

support groups,

the next round of budget cuts
loader'

morale remained

staff turnovers.

sense of

factionalizing of parent

other

this

an optimal

the existence of the program,

been the very key to a

and

staff perceived they

struggle to create

optimistic and strong.

grants,

'Front

to pay

education now so they don't pay

of unemployment,
later

(Lupo,

incarceration,

1988b);

however,

and
the

tax burden may be prohibitive where
. . . schools in the poorest districts, whose
students tend to be the most risk, have the least
amount of money available for implementing the
programs needed to improve . . .
the education of
at risk students whose needs are extensive
creat[ing] 'municipal overload. (National
Coalition of Advocates of Students, p. 74)
Thus,

arguing before the

survival

of

local

school

an alternative program
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board

for the

is perceivably

futile

t

in terms of budget constraints.

The at-risk syndrome

pervades an entire institution as

in the case of a

beleagered school system sending negative signals to its
at-risk population by moving the program every two years
to ill-suited places,
reduce

threatening to cut the program or

its staff.
Surmounting the challenges of finding a permanent

site,

a distinguished staff,

adequate funding,

and the

subsequent struggle for a positive school climate
requires a covenant in which
. . . [e]ntire communities must mobilize to
assure that their youngsters become successful,
productive members of the community and competent
future leaders. (Gruskin et al., p. 1)
Such a covenant among the educators,
payers,

policy makers,

tax

and community members can set the priorites for

at-risk youth to surpass,
A Proposal

not merely to survive.
for Future Planning

The Boston Prep model presented three developmental
components of time,
'successful'
level

rapport,

and success for designing a

alternative program model at the local

for at-risk high school students.

As a suggested

guide for implementing restructuring of some
institutional practices and policies,
proposed.

It includes

this agenda is

four items which are not

necessarily ranked in order of
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First,
expands

the educational

institution at all

its operational definition of

levels

'schooling'

for

at-risk youth to include collaborations with health and
social service agencies;
students;

daycare for children of

job referral agencies;

frequent home contact;

academic and personal counseling by staff and support
personnel;
policy of

a flexible disciplinary system with a general
'inclusion'

expulsion;
provides

as opposed to suspension or

and a family-style school culture which

"nuturing,

scolding,

individual attention"
Second,

(Jones,

home cooked meals,
1990,

p.

and

2).

instruction and curriculum for at-risk

youth allow flexible learning rates,

modalities,

and

goals for maximum levels of success and achievement.
The school staff at all

levels and the community at-

large together define intermediary or transitional
stages of academic excellence and promotional policies
for at-risk students who need time to adjust to higher
expectations of attendance,
graduation,
Third,

achievement,

promotion,

and post-high school training or education.
the school culture on all

levels develops

positive rapport among its student population,

staff,

and community in order for at-risk students to have
mentors,

advocates,

and role models

learning environment.

in their immediate

Providing smaller classes,
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counseling,

clustering,

and collaborations with social

service agencies may reduce the alienation that some
at-risk students experience with their schooling.
Fourth,
'traditional'
'alternatives'

the school system restructures from the
monolith to a comprehensive set of
linked by a common mission statement,

on-going analysis of the problem,
steering committee.

an

and an empowered

The common mission statement could

be based on this model already within the Boston Public
Schools:
To provide every child with a learning environment
which fosters high self-esteem, mutual respect and
dignity, and an equal opportunity to achieve
exceptional academic performance through
alternative programs.
(Hunt, 1990, p. 2)
A compilation of current and past data,

reports,

and

research may provide indications of where the needs of
at-risk students appear.
analyzes,

negotiates,

Then,

a steering committee

and implements a system-wide

approach which meets the needs of all at-risk youth.
Local examples of alternative programs that
might recommend effective strategies.

'work'

System-wide

professional staff development and implementation of new
programs create a school culture conducive for change
and support.

Or

if the school system has no access to

local alternative programs,

other existing programs may

disseminate information and even provide professional
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staff development opportunities through existing
national networks,

such as the Association for

Supervisors and Curriculum Developers.
Other recommendations to local school committee
members,

policy makers and school system administrators

are community recognition and financial support for
alternative programs that

'work.’

Linked with larger

system-wide strategies and objectives for engaging
at-risk youth in positive community roles,

creative

community collaborations embrace and envision a
supportive and inclusive network where
. . . we are working to win back our youth and
invest them in their own future, in our city, and
in America.
(Flynn, 1990, p. 1)
Without a cohesive bonding of program-wide and
system-wide strategies,
adolescents and the

the schism between at-risk

'outsider1

mended.
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TABLE 1
Coding Categories for Content Analysis

1.0 Time Conventions
1.1 As part of the learning system at Boston Prep.
1.2 Related to previous school experiences.
1.3 Related to flexible scheduling at Boston Prep
and with other credit-producing learning
experiences, e.g. Summer School, Night School.
1.4 Related to home and family.
1.5 Related to work.
1.6 Issues of Overage, e.g., Non-promotion, Number
of years in various grades.
1.7 Estimation of graduation.
1.8 Circumstances that took time away from school,
e.g., pregnancy, illness, jail, truancy.
1.9 Related to Social Life, e.g., friends, church.
2.0 Definitions of Success
2.1
2.2
2.3
2.4
2.5
2.6
2.7

Related to academic progress toward graduation.
Future goals and plans.
Personal statements about self-improvements.
Related to previous school experiences.
Related to Boston Prep experiences.
Recommendations for Boston Prep
Role Models

3.0 Rapport
3.1
3.2
3.3
3.4
3.5

Previous schools experiences.
Student-Staff Relationships.
Student-Student Relationships.
Program-System Relationship.
Program climate.
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Figure B1. Race/Ethnicity of Students
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Figure B2. Composition of Ages
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Figure B3. Years behind Grade Level
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Figure B4. High Level of Aspiration to Complete High School
and Graduate

I

CM

A—>

CD

Q

CO

Figure B5. Future Goals
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Figure B6. Ethic of Caring as Essential for Majority of
Students
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Figure B7. Phases of Involvement in the School Family
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